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Abstract 
Verbal sexual coercion (VSC) is sexual assault without physical force. This study 
examined how cultural (macrosystemic) beliefs affect the perception of sexual situations 
that involve VSC. These beliefs are reflected by statements within scenarios that explain 
why the perpetrator believed his behavior was justified due to his status as an athlete or a 
college guy. The type of verbal sexual coercion the perpetrator used was also manipulated 
and included social coercion, interpersonal coercion, and threatened physical coercion. It 
was hypothesized that perceptions of rape culture compliance, rape culpability, victim 
control, and victim distress will differ based on the type of verbal sexual coercion and 
macrosystemic beliefs presented. Results indicated that there was a significant main effect 
of type of coercion, but there was no significant main effect for macrosystemic beliefs. 
This suggests that people tend to view verbal sexual coercion differently based upon the 
type with which they’re presented. 
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Analyzing How Rape Culture Affects Perceived Victim Responsibility, Control, and Distress in 
Situations in which Verbal Sexual Coercion Occur 
 Verbal sexual coercion is a situation in which a person forces sex by using verbal tactics 
rather than physical tactics. Research has not been conducted on verbal sexual coercion because 
it is not commonly recognized as “real rape” (Estrich, 1987). Yet, the words a person uses might 
be an important contextual layer to sexual assault, especially when considering that 80% percent 
of victims know their assailant (Miller, Cohen, & Wiersema, 1996). Peoples’ perceptions of 
verbal sexual coercion are largely influenced by perpetuation of rape culture within our society 
because rape culture supports the dominance of men over women (Brownmiller, 1975). One of 
the first researchers to define rape culture was Susan Brownmiller (1975), who outlined rape 
culture as a collection of attitudes that promote the normalization of rape within a society. Rape 
culture helps to create an environment where experiences of sexual assault are perceived as 
ordinary phenomena due to consistent trivialization of these experiences by using rape myths. 
Rape myths are untrue attitudes and beliefs about rape that function as a way to invalidate 
women’s experiences of male sexual aggression (Lonsway & Fitzgerald, 1994, p. 133, as cited 
by Campbell & Townsend, 2011). The existence of rape culture is largely due to the frequent 
utilization of rape myths in everyday life, which serves as a reinforcement of these beliefs. 
Because rape myths are used so frequently, they are not viewed as a problem. Therefore, rape 
myths continue to be endorsed, perpetuating the normalization of sexual assault and sexually 
aggressive behavior toward women.  
 Sexual assault is a pressing issue in the United States of America. It is estimated that one 
in five women and one in 71 men will be raped at some point in their lives (Black et al., 2011) 
and that one in five women and one in 16 men are sexually assaulted while in college (Krebs, et 
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al., 2007). Women ages 18-24 who are college students are three times more likely than women 
in general to experience sexual violence (U. S. Department of Justice, 2014). In fact, it has been 
estimated that ages 12-34 are the highest risk years for rape and sexual assault, which would 
include the years that young men and women would spend at a college institution (U. S. 
Department of Justice, 1997). These statistics demonstrate that sexual assault needs to be studied 
further, especially in the context of a college setting, in order to understand why it occurs at such 
a high rate and why it is so frequently perpetrated by men against women. 
Rape culture and rape myths posit that sexual assault is stereotypically thought of as 
occurring between two strangers, but most victims know their perpetrator. Thus, the perpetrator 
might be a significant other, friend, or acquaintance. Such individuals might not use violent 
tactics. Instead, they might coerce a victim to have sex. This is still a form of sexual assault, 
generally called verbal sexual coercion1(VSC). There is already a large body of research focused 
on perceptions of violent physical forms sexual coercion (i.e., sexual assault where a weapon is 
used, sexual assault where a victim is injured, Amacker & Littleton, 2013; Dardis, Murphy, Bill, 
& Gidycz, 2016; Maurer, 2016; Worthen & Wallace, 2017). However, limited research has been 
conducted on perceptions of the various forms of verbal sexual coercion. Understanding 
perceptions is particularly important in order to improve prevention programing and allow 
college students to recognize, and therefore prevent, verbal forms of sexual coercion. Thus, it is 
important to understand the perceptions, prevalence, and consequences of VSC. This study 
begins to understand college students’ perceptions and understanding of VSC, in the context of 
unwanted sexual encounters. 
  
                                               
1Which could be called verbal sexual assault, but I will use verbal sexual coercion for clarity 
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Defining Force in the Context of Sexual Assault/Sexual Coercion 
 The Department of Justice defines sexual assault as, “any type of sexual contact or 
behavior that occurs without the explicit consent of the recipient. Falling under the definition of 
sexual assault are sexual activities as forced sexual intercourse, forcible sodomy, child 
molestation, incest, fondling, and attempted rape,” (Department of Justice, 2017). The 
Department of Justice defines rape as, “the penetration, no matter how slight, of the vagina or 
anus with any body part or object, or oral penetration by a sex organ of another person, without 
the consent of the victim,” (Department of Justice, 2012). Thus, rape falls under the category of 
sexual assault. For the purposes of this thesis, I will include unwanted penetration in the 
definition of sexual assault. Although these definitions appear to be focused on consent, the court 
system, and people’s perceptions, are often more focused on the presence or absence of physical 
force when establishing guilt (Estrich, 1987). The federal definition of sexual assault does 
include “forced sexual intercourse” but does not specify what exactly that entails. This is a 
problem because verbal sexual coercion is widely understood by researchers as coercion without 
force. Although there is not an official federal definition of force, force is generally considered to 
be strictly physical in nature by court officials (Estrich, 1987). In response to this, Estrich (1987) 
argued that the courts have defined force in cases of sexual assault too narrowly and that the 
definition needs to be modified to include a perpetrator’s words. She also argued that the current 
definition of force in the context of sexual assault is primarily focused on the woman’s actions 
and not on the man’s. Thus, research needs to elucidate perceptions of verbal sexual coercion to 
show that VSC is damaging to the women that experience and is an unacceptable form of sexual 
assault.  
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 Because a broader definition of force does not exist, one was created to encompass 
several existing definitions. For the purposes of this study, force is the use of mental 
manipulation, psychological pressure, persistent pleading, threats of physical violence, or 
physical violence in order to obtain something from another person. Importantly, this definition 
makes it clear that force can involve both physical tactics and nonphysical tactics, including 
various types of verbal pressure. And when the above tactics are used to obtain sex without 
consent of a partner, that would be considered sexual assault or rape. Thus, verbal sexual 
coercion includes all forms of force except physical violence. Because verbal sexual coercion 
uses force to obtain sex, verbally coercive tactics used in order to obtain sex are considered in a 
serious way. The reason they are not, however, might be largely due to the distorted perceptions 
of the various types of nonphysical coercion that both men and women hold, which are 
reinforced by the legal system and rape culture more generally.   
Defining Verbal Sexual Coercion 
 The term, “sexual coercion” is widely used alongside sexual assault, though with a 
variety of different meanings. For example, researchers DeGue and DiLillo (2005), define non-
physical sexual coercion as, “a class of inappropriate male behaviors in which nonphysical 
tactics (e.g., verbal pressure, lying, deceit, and continual arguments) are utilized to obtain sexual 
contact with an unwilling adult female,” (p. 514). There are a few issues with this definition. One 
is that it is a heteronormative definition which does not consider that sexual coercion can also be 
perpetrated by women against men, women against women, and men against men. Another issue 
is that most researchers consider sexual coercion to be an umbrella term that encompasses all 
possible forms of sexual coercion, both physical and nonphysical. Bagwell and colleagues (2015) 
assessed the various definitions of sexual coercion utilized in eight studies. In doing this, they 
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found that three definitions considered sexual coercion a term that only describes forms of 
nonphysical sexual coercion, whereas five definitions included both physically forced and 
nonphysically forced coercion, and nine definitions were inclusive of physically forced, 
nonphysically forced, and threats of physical violence to obtain sex (Bagwell-Gray, Messing, & 
Baldwin-White, 2015). These results indicate that a majority of researchers do not agree with the 
definition of sexual coercion proposed by DeGue and DiLillo (2004). Because of this, the current 
study does not consider sexual coercion to be a term that strictly refers to verbal sexual coercion 
like DeGue and DiLillo’s definition, but instead a blanket term that includes verbal, emotional, 
and physical tactics used by perpetrators to obtain sex. 
Because the author considers sexual coercion to be an all-encompassing term for the 
various forms of sexual coercion, it is necessary to define the form of sexual coercion that is the 
focus of this study, Verbal Sexual Coercion (VSC), exclusively. The use of this term was 
suggested by Katz (2007) who defined verbal sexual coercion as, “unwanted sexual 
contact/penetration compelled by psychological pressure,” (Katz, 2007, p. 235). However, Katz 
neglected to define psychological pressure. For the purposes of this study, psychological pressure 
is defined as, verbal statements the perpetrator makes to the victim in order to obtain sexual 
contact, including penetration (Shotland & Hunter, 1992). Modified slightly, VSC is unwanted 
sexual contact compelled by psychological pressure that is exerted by social coercion, 
interpersonal coercion, and threatened physical coercion (Katz, 2007). These pressures are of 
particular interest in order to understand college students’ perceptions of sexual assault, what is 
considered “normal” dating and hook-up behavior, and what are considered normal expectations 
for dating and hook-up situations.  
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It is important to consider that sexual assault can include physical force with or without a 
weapon, or nonphysical force using psychological pressure. This means that the use of any type 
of sexual coercion, including VSC, within a sexual situation is a form of sexual assault. Although 
VSC is a type of sexual assault that does not involve physical means to coerce someone into 
having sex, it is still a form of sexual assault that is detrimental to the victims that experience it. 
The three forms of VSC that are outlined below: threatened physical coercion, interpersonal 
coercion, and social coercion. 
Forms of Verbal Sexual Coercion  
 VSC is a useful term because it encompasses every type of verbal sexual coercion used to 
obtain sex when it was unwanted by a partner. This could include a variety of social pressuring 
tactics such as pressure to have sex because of relationship expectations, continual arguments 
about having sex, threats to end their relationship, threats to end relationships with friends and 
relatives, threats to sleep with other women, and threats of violence. As stated above, the 
multifold forms of VSC can be categorized into three groups: Social coercion, interpersonal 
coercion, and threatened physical coercion (Finkelhor & Yllö, 1985). Social coercion is defined 
as, “pressure women feel as a result of social expectations or conventions.” (Finkelhor & Yllö, 
1985, p. 86). Interpersonal coercion is “when a woman has sex with her [partner] in the face of 
threats that are not violent in nature.” (Finkelhor & Yllö, 1985, p. 87). Threatened physical 
coercion, “ranges from an explicit threat to kill a woman if she doesn’t comply, to the implied 
threat that she could get hurt if she doesn’t cooperate.” (Finkelhor & Yllö, 1985, p. 88). These 
three types of verbal sexual coercion were manipulated in this study. Participants in the current 
study read scenarios of one of these three types of VSC.   
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 Social Coercion. Social coercion is largely perpetuated through the relationship 
expectations and sexual scripts set forth by rape culture (Connell, Finkelhor & Yllö, 1985). 
Sexual scripts are stereotypical behavior that men and women are expected to display within 
sexual situations. A few researchers describe sexual scripts as, “prototypes for how events 
normally proceed” within a sexual encounter (Schank & Abelson, 1977). Some examples of 
sexual scripts are that men should initiate sex and may behave aggressively and women should 
be submissive and exhibit compliance in sexual situations. Sexual scripts contribute to the 
expectations that people may have about what should occur sexually within a relationship, 
therefore contributing to the social coercion that people may experience. Social coercion 
includes feeling pressure to have sex or an expectation that one’s partner wants to have sex, 
without necessarily being pressured verbally. For example, a woman may believe that her peers 
are having sex, so she should too. She also may believe that having sex with her husband is a 
woman’s duty, which branches off from the societal expectation that a wife should cater to her 
husband’s needs.  
The effects of sexual scripts are demonstrated in a previously described study that 
assessed rates of compliance in sexual encounters and the reasons behind their compliance 
(Shotland & Hunter, 1995). Researchers found that one-fifth of women who had been compliant 
in at least one past sexual experience reported feeling pressure to engage in sexual activity. This 
was due to a fear that they would lose their significant other if they did not have sex. The 
significant other, however, did not verbally threaten to leave the women who reported feeling 
this way. This finding is an example of Finkelhor and Yllö’s (1985) definition of social coercion 
because the women involved were not victims of verbal sexual coercion, but still felt pressure to 
have sex before they felt ready. This is demonstrated in a previously described study that 
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assessed rates of compliance in sexual encounters and the reasons behind their compliance 
(Shotland & Hunter, 1995).  
 These relationship expectations and sexual scripts, however, may also be communicated 
to the victim by the perpetrator. For example, the perpetrator may state to a partner that they 
should have sex with them because they have made a commitment to each other or because they 
have been together for a long time. These statements are considered social coercion because the 
perpetrator pressures their partner by manipulating them and using the societal expectation that a 
couple should have sex after a certain amount of time to obtain sex. Both the perpetrator and the 
victim believe or are lead to believe that socially, at this point in the relationship, sex is a social 
expectation, and if a committed couple is not having sex, they are not conforming to social 
norms. There is pressure on both men and women in relationships to have sex, but due to gender 
roles, it is expressed differently by each gender (Katz & Wigderson, 2012). 
 Interpersonal Coercion. The second form of verbal sexual coercion defined by 
Finkelhor and Yllö (1985) is interpersonal coercion. Unlike social coercion, interpersonal 
coercion always involves explicit, threatening remarks made to the victim by the perpetrator. The 
goal of interpersonal coercion is to manipulate the other partner to have sex out of fear of 
threatening one’s relationship status or personal well-being. A wide variety of threats could be 
employed by someone using interpersonal coercion. These threats could include, but are not 
limited to, withholding finances or other necessities from the significant other, threatening to 
embarrass them in front of others, threatening to leave the significant other, or threatening to 
have sexual relations with others. Thus, due to the lack of agency women have within their 
relationships as a result of the manipulation they are experiencing from their partner, women feel 
forced to have sex in order to avoid arguments and keep their relationship intact, whether that be 
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because they love their significant other or because they rely on their significant other for 
support financially or in other ways (Katz & Wigderson, 2012). Women having sex with their 
significant others in order to, keep the peace within the relationship demonstrates how the use of 
interpersonal coercion can cause a woman to sincerely believe that she has no choice in sexual 
situations with her partner. This feeling of a lack of agency is solidified by the partner and the 
statements he says to the victim. In these situations, the perpetrator is aware of their significant 
other’s reliance on them in these various ways and is taking advantage of the situation in order to 
obtain sex. The perpetrator makes the partner feel that if she makes the wrong decision (e.g., to 
not engage in sexual intercourse when the perpetrator wants to), she is putting a strain on the 
relationship. The perpetrator’s goal is to cause the victim to think that any conflict within the 
relationship is the victim’s fault. 
 Threatened Physical Coercion. The third type of sexual coercion is threatened physical 
coercion. A perpetrator using this form of coercion does not actually use physical force to obtain 
sex, but threatens to hurt the victim if they do not comply. In some cases, victims may have 
experienced past physical abuse from their partners, so the threats are especially frightening 
because they know that their significant other is capable of carrying out his or her threats. 
Women and men experiencing this form of coercion usually comply in order to avoid 
experiencing physical violence. Of the three types of VSC, threats to a person’s safety are the 
most likely to be considered force in a court of law (Estrich, 1987) and are the most commonly 
measured means of coercion using common scales (e.g., the Sexual Experiences Survey).  
Prevalence of Verbal Sexual Coercion 
 Researchers agree that measuring the prevalence of sexual assault overall is difficult and 
generally underreported (Renzetti, Edelson, & Bergen, 2015). Measuring VSC, however, is an 
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exceptional challenge due to the numerous definitions of VSC that have been used across 
studies. As a result, it is difficult to make any conclusions based on research related to VSC. 
Large scale population-based research can reach mixed conclusions based upon which 
operational definitions of VSC were used, and the manner in which the questions were asked. 
Furthermore, many surveys aim to measure a specific type of VSC, mainly threatened physical 
coercion rather than social coercion or interpersonal coercion. Because of this, although verbal 
sexual coercion is common, it frequently goes unreported and unmeasured. This makes obtaining 
prevalence statistics via formal channels (e.g., FBI Crime statistics) a challenge. There are, 
however, a few researchers who have conducted surveys to obtain prevalence rates for this issue. 
Koss and colleagues (1987) obtained data on demography, incidence, and prevalence of sexual 
aggression and victimization using the 10-item Sexual Experiences Survey (SES). The SES is a 
frequently used survey that indicates a wide range of sexual aggression and victimization 
through self-report. Questions included in this survey assess sexual aggression/victimization 
ranging from verbal coercion to oral or anal penetration by threat or force. In order to measure 
VSC, women were asked if they had experienced a man insisting that they have sex, saying that 
he would not take no for an answer, or threatening to use physical force. It was found that 27% 
of a national sample of college women (N = 2,016) reported experiencing verbal sexual coercion 
compared to 23% reporting forcible rape since age 14. Koss and colleagues (1987) continued to 
survey the same population over a 12-month period, and they uncovered that the occurrence of 
verbal sexual coercion was more than double occurrence of rape. Moreover, 22% of reported 
incidents were identified as verbal sexual coercion and 9% of reported incidents were identified 
as rape (837 cases vs. 353 cases). A more recent study found that 21% of undergraduate women 
reported experiencing VSC from a male dating partner on the SES (Katz & Myhr, 2008). A few 
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studies used the Revised Conflict Tactics Scales, which specifies whether the coercion 
participants had experienced was physical or verbal (CTS2; Straus et al. 1996). Using the CTS2, 
Katz, Kuffel, and Brown (2006) sampled heterosexual undergraduate women in dating 
relationships and found that 23% reported experiencing verbal sexual coercion. It is important to 
note that none of these studies delineated between the subtypes of VSC. Thus, a potentially high 
number of women might have experienced VSC. Statistics on male victims of course are also 
needed. 
 Victims of sexual assault perceive rape culture differently than those who have not 
experienced it, which contributes to the way they interpret it. Female victims of sexual assault 
appear to have an internalized belief that have no choice, or agency, in certain sexual situations. 
It is important to note that there is not one single cause for this lack of agency that can be 
identified, rather many causes that must be highlighted. As previously described, Shotland and 
Hunter (1995) examined the possible reasons why women do not feel they have the agency to 
refuse sexual advances from men. They administered a questionnaire that included four different 
scenarios which displayed varying levels of resisting assault. In the token resistant scenario, a 
man asked a woman to engage in sexual intercourse, and although she wanted to, she said she 
did not. In the uncertain scenario, the woman felt unsure about her intention to have sex, so she 
said no but really meant maybe. In the resistant scenario, the woman indicated that she did not 
want to have sex and meant it. Lastly, in the compliant scenario, the woman said yes to having 
sexual intercourse, but really did not want to.  
 After reading the scenarios, participants were then asked 128 questions that pertained to 
the events that occurred in each scenario. Shotland and Hunter (1995) asked participants to 
indicate whether or not they had experienced any of the previously described scenarios, and if so, 
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how many times. They were then asked to recall the most recent partner they had experienced 
the scenario with and provide researchers with the answers to several questions related to their 
relationship with that partner, which were, “how many times they had gone out with the man 
before the occurrence of the behavior, how many times they had had sex with this partner prior 
to this date, how many other sexual partners they had before this date, how far she had advanced 
sexually with this man on the date prior to the incident, and, on the date on which the incident 
occurred, how far they had advanced sexually before her statement of intention.” (Shotland & 
Hunter, 1995, p. 228-229). 
 Shotland and Hunter (1995) asked the women who reported exhibiting compliant 
behavior the reason(s) why they felt they should ‘give in’ and have sex when sex is not what they 
wanted. These reasons were taken from a previous study conducted by Muehlenhard & 
Hollabaugh (1988) which assessed reasons why women exhibited token resistant behavior. 
Shotland & Hunter (1995), however, used these reasons to assess reasons why women exhibited 
compliant behavior rather than token resistant behavior. 67% of women reported, “I did not want 
to disappoint him”, 56% said, “I did not want to seem like they had been leading him on”, 52% 
said that, “he was aroused and I didn’t want to stop him” 51.4% said, “I didn’t want him to think 
I didn’t want to have sex” and 50% said, “I didn’t want to destroy the mood.” (Shotland & 
Hunter, 1995). The researchers noted that a significant portion of the women also indicated that, 
“He wouldn’t leave me alone until I agreed” (23%) and “I was afraid he would stop going out 
with me” (21%) (Shotland & Hunter, 1995). These responses display forms of both interpersonal 
coercion and social coercion. Based upon these responses, it is evident that the most commonly 
reported reason for women’s compliant behavior was that they did not want to disappoint their 
significant other. This suggests that compliant behavior as a result of social and interpersonal 
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coercion in sexual situations serves as a way for a woman to maintain her relationship and that 
these women felt it was their responsibility to maintain the relationship. In this way, agency is 
lost for these women. They feel they cannot decide to do what is best for them, but what is best 
for their relationship and for their partner.  
  Interestingly, Shotland and Hunter (1995) found that women who have experienced 
verbal sexual coercion are more likely to exhibit compliance in future sexual experiences. To 
clarify, compliance involves having sexual intercourse with a significant other while possessing 
no desire to engage in such activity (Shotland & Hunter, 1995). Perhaps this is happening 
because over time women are lead to believe that they have no agency and expect that all sexual 
situations that they are a part of will mirror their past sexual experiences. Therefore, when a 
woman who has experienced VSC encounters VSC in a different sexual encounter, she may not 
perceive it as something wrong, rather it is simply something that happens in dating 
relationships.  
One way this phenomenon could be interpreted is that victims of verbal sexual coercion 
experience learned helplessness as a result of their continuously unsuccessful efforts to refuse 
sexual activity. Through these many attempts in which women remain unheard, they may begin 
to learn that no matter how they react or how many times they communicate to their perpetrator 
that they do not want to have sex, they will still be coerced into sex and their refusal will be 
ignored (Peterson & Seligman, 1983). This reinforces the verbally coercive behavior of the 
perpetrator because the woman has been led to believe that she does not have the agency to 
speak up in a verbally coercive sexual situation. In situations where a woman complies, the 
perpetrator feels empowered and that he has an entitlement to sex. Due to the lack of 
communication from the woman, he may also believe that there is nothing wrong with the 
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verbally coercive tactics he employed. This does not in any way indicate that the rape that occurs 
in verbally coercive sexual situations is the woman’s fault, rather that both people hold 
internalized beliefs about what should occur in a sexual situation. There is a lack of 
communication about these beliefs, and this leads to a false validation/justification of the 
perpetrator’s actions. 
 The potential lack of awareness that men may have regarding their sexually aggressive 
behavior has been demonstrated through research. Strang and colleagues (2013) used the 
Modified Sexual Experiences Scale (MSES) and the Sexual Strategies Scale to survey a sample 
of men from an undergraduate college (N = 398). The Modified Sexual Experiences Scale asked 
participants to mark yes or no if they had committed certain sexually coercive behaviors. These 
behaviors ranged from verbal sexual coercion to physical coercion and were presented in order 
from least severe to most severe. The Sexual Strategies Scale asked participants to mark yes or 
no if they had used certain strategies to convince a woman to have sex with them. Researchers 
found that participants tended to endorse more aggressive behavior on the SSS than the MSES. 
Specifically, 9.7% of men (N = 38) reported using at least one VSC tactic on the MSES, whereas 
16.2% of men (N = 68) reported using verbal sexual coercion tactics on the SSS. Both surveys 
reveal that rates of VSC are underreported by men when compared to the rate at which women 
report experiencing VSC. This suggests that college men do not realize that their behavior is 
problematic. It also suggests that measuring any type of behavior is difficult, especially behavior 
that is against the law. Participants admitted to committing illegal acts of sexual aggression on 
the SSS that they did not report on the MSES, therefore the results of this study suggest that the 
SSS is a much more effective method for measuring rates of sexual coercion because it elicits 
more honest responding. From these results, we cannot conclusively state that the participants 
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involved in this study do not realize that they have committed sexual assault. We can, however, 
infer that VSC occurs at a higher rate in college aged men and that measuring techniques make a 
difference in the level of honesty participants display when reporting sensitive information.  
Ecological Theory and Verbal Sexual Coercion 
 Perpetrators who employ VSC rely on unequal power in relationships. Moreover, 
different types of perpetrators might implicitly hold different types of power, such as athletes 
when compared to college students, which is what the current study explored. Male athletes tend 
to be viewed with higher status, similar to the way that celebrities are viewed within society, 
which gives them power to commit acts such as sexual assault without being punished. Male 
college students still have power because their behavior tends to be excused. American culture 
condones sexual violence in certain contexts (i.e., college parties where alcohol is present) but 
male college students have considerably less power because they do not possess the same 
celebrity status that male athletes do. The gap in power between male athletes and male college 
students demonstrates the complexity of the power dynamic between different male perpetrators 
and female victims, which is why this manipulation was of particular interest.   
 The various types of power that men hold are rooted in patriarchy (Brownmiller, 1975, 
Johnson, 2013) and cultural expectations of masculinity (Connell, 1987). Ecological Theory can 
be used to further explain how these dynamics directly and indirectly affect individuals 
(Bronfenbrenner, 1977). Ecological theory delineates how our lives are comprised of levels of 
interactions (social environments) that range from one-on-one individual interaction to larger 
scale cultural attitudes that affect the manner in which a person’s beliefs and thoughts are made 
up. Ecological theory can help to explain how “society” contributes to the construction of the 
biases and beliefs that people hold and may not realize they hold at an individual level. Usually, 
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people gradually develop sexist beliefs over time. Ecological Theory can help to explain this 
gradual acquisition of beliefs that are supportive of rape culture. Given that this acquisition is a 
gradual process, it is likely that people do not even realize they hold these beliefs and are unable 
to recall exactly how they acquired them. It is a gradual process that involves interactions in the 
many different systems included in ecological theory (DeKeseredy & Schwartz, 1993, as cited in 
Bouffard, 2010). In order to understand the way that VSC is perceived, it is necessary to evaluate 
the factors that construct these perceptions. Although there are a multitude of factors that 
influence the perception of VSC, only factors that have been researched will be reviewed.  
 Ecological Theory sheds light on the assumptions that people hold about sexual assault 
based on cultural knowledge. Thus, it is important to understand why cultural knowledge has a 
specific effect on the way that people think and view sexual assault. Ecological theory examines 
the complex layers of society and explains the various phenomena that influence peoples’ 
perceptions. Bronfennbrenner’s (1977) Ecological Theory of Human Development posits that 
society and cultural norms reinforce beliefs, but the individual interactions that a person has with 
others act as a vehicle for the internalization of their beliefs. The reinforcement of beliefs based 
on societal norms demonstrates the process in which a certain set of beliefs that a person holds 
are internalized. The interactions between people serve as representations of the internalized 
beliefs they hold. The way they speak and behave toward certain people can provide a greater 
understanding of what their belief system entails because an interaction functions as a way to 
elicit participants' expectations, beliefs, and values. Thus, based upon the interaction between the 
two people in the scenario involved in this study, participants should be able to gauge the 
individual belief systems of both of them. This will allow them to make a judgement of the 
situation and decide whether or not the perpetrator has done something wrong. The decision that 
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the participants make reflects on their own internalized beliefs due to their ability to determine 
the internalized values of the perpetrator and the victim. Therefore, if the participant indicates 
that she/he does not find that the perpetrator did anything wrong in the scenario, it is likely that 
the participant holds similar internalized beliefs to those of the perpetrator.  
 There are several layers described in Bronfenbrenner’s (1977) ecological theory. For the 
purposes of this paper, we paid close attention to the contribution(s) of each layer to the 
occurrence of verbal sexual coercion and how each layer facilitates these occurrences. The first 
level is the individual level, which is categorized by the past experiences that an individual has 
encountered that have shaped his or her internalized belief system and the internal functioning of 
one’s brain, values, and judgements. The second level is the microsystem, which describes the 
one-on-one interactions an individual has with other individuals and how these interactions shape 
their internalized belief system. These interactions are dynamic and may change based on the 
two individuals’ current setting. The third level is the exosystem, which determines what occurs 
in the microsystem based upon commonly held attitudes that are strengthened by societal 
expectations or by society itself. The last level is the macrosystem, which has the ability to 
control the meaning and motivation that individuals feel at each of the other levels. This is based 
upon the institutional and historical patterns of culture. The macrosystem has a powerful effect 
on all of the other systems because, although in some cases it can act as an explicit force, a 
majority of the time it acts as an implicit influence (Bronfenbrenner, 1977; Campbell & 
Townsend, 2011).  
 Rape Myths and Sexual Scripts. With a basic understanding of the ecological layers 
surrounding a person, it is now possible to view verbal sexual coercion in a larger context in 
order to understand the factors that contribute to its continued perpetration (Campbell & 
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Townsend, 2011). It is important to consider that there is not one single factor that contributes to 
verbal sexual coercion, rather many elements exist  that interact with each other to facilitate 
VSC. There are a multitude of factors that might contribute to perceptions of VSC, however only 
factors that have been previously studied are examined here.  
Within the microsystem are direct interactions an individual has with other people (e.g., 
friends, family, romantic partners). It has already been noted that internalized beliefs are 
reinforced by the interactions that people have with each other (Schwartz & DeKeseredy, 1993). 
Schwartz & DeKeseredy (1993) refer to these interactions as micro-social expressions of their 
individual values that have been shaped by macrosystemic and patriarchal influences (Bouffard, 
2010). Some key interactions in which people display micro-social expressions related to the 
perceptions of VSC: rape jokes, unsupportive reactions to assault disclosure (e.g., asking a 
woman if she did everything in her power to prevent a rape from happening [e.g. what were you 
wearing?]), and citing false-report statistics (Campbell & Townsend, 2011, Lonsway & 
Fitzgerald, 1994). All of these are supported culturally by rape myths, defined earlier as the 
untrue attitudes and beliefs about rape that function as a way to invalidate women’s experiences 
of male sexual aggression (Lonsway & Fitzgerald, 1994). These help to reinforce internalized 
beliefs about sexual assault and/or sexual harassment, are consistently held, and can be 
communicated in many forms.  
One important form in which rape myths are communicated within the microsystem is 
through jokes. Jokes are relevant to VSC because they reinforce macrosystemic beliefs about 
sexual assault. Jokes can be communicated within tight knit communities, such as athletic teams. 
They help promote adoption of rape supportive attitudes by ignoring the serious effects that 
sexual violence has on victims. People who tell jokes about rape will likely claim that they are 
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harmless because “it’s just a joke.” This seemingly harmless interaction, however, is a 
substantial component of rape culture. Jokes about rape serve as a means to minimize the 
incidence of sexual assault and perpetuate stereotypes of sexual assault (Lonsway & Fitzgerald, 
1994; Ryan, 1986; Ryan, 2011; Strain, Martens, & Saucier, 2016). Rape jokes are often related 
to the type of woman who was raped, (e.g. possibly), what the woman was wearing, committing 
rape in general, references to celebrities that have committed rape, etc. They communicate to 
others that sexual assault is funny and ignores the serious and damaging effects it has on victims. 
In this way, rape jokes trivialize the trauma that victims of sexual assault experience. This 
trivialization of rape modifies the way in which people perceive rape, perpetuating future 
adherence to rape culture in both themselves and others, consequently encouraging an 
environment conducive to the perpetration of VSC.  
 One relevant form of communicating rape myths related to VSC is asking a woman if she 
did everything in her power to prevent a rape from happening. Asking questions such as these is 
an example of how rape myths are interpersonally communicated within the microsystem. This is 
of particular interest because it impacts people’s perceptions of VSC. For example, the 
stereotypical idea of what occurs in a sexual assault is that physical resistance from the women is 
involved. The rigid belief that physical resistance is always present in a sexual assault is a rape 
myth that is constructed within the macrosystem. Therefore, when a person asks, “Did she 
resist?” it implies that, if she did not fight back, then the sexual assault that occurred was her 
fault due her lack of resistance, or that maybe she actually wanted to have sex. This rape myth 
completely ignores the traumatizing act that the perpetrator has committed against her. Because 
verbal sexual coercion does not always include physical aggression or violence (although it does 
include threatened physical violence), physical resistance is not an accurate indication of whether 
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or not a sexual assault has occurred. As a result, rape myths that assume that sexual assault has 
certain stereotypical features are damaging to perceptions of verbal sexual assault. They 
communicate the idea that VSC is not a form of sexual assault, is not morally wrong, and that 
sexual assault is not legitimate unless physical aggression or violence is involved. This 
contributes to the perpetration of VSC and the perpetuation of stereotypes related to sexual 
assault. 
Stereotypes also contribute to the internalized macrosystemic beliefs that people hold 
regarding VSC. People who endorse rape myths tend to believe that every single case of sexual 
assault is identical, or that there are stereotypical forms of sexual assault (Lonsway & Fitzgerald, 
1994). These stereotypes can be reinforced in the macrosystem by media coverage of cases of 
sexual assault. Only widely publicized cases of rape are considered, and most of these cases do 
conform to the stereotypical perception of what sexual assault entails, whereas cases that do not 
fit this perception are often disregarded (Lonsway & Fitzgerald, 1994). Therefore, when a victim 
approaches someone for help, there is a higher likelihood that they will not be believed when 
their story does not match that person’s stereotype of sexual assault. Similar interactions, such as 
commenting on stories within the media or the experiences of acquaintances will disseminate 
these stereotypical views of sexual assault to those that are close with them and increase the 
likelihood of the integration of a stereotypical prototype of sexual assault in their belief systems. 
By communicating stereotypes related to rape, an individual is not only reinforcing attitudes that 
normalize sexual assault within him or herself (within the individual system), but within their 
audience as well (microsystem). These stereotypes are important to the current study because 
they contribute to the lack of acknowledgement of verbal sexual coercion as a legitimate form of 
sexual assault. The failure to expose people to the various forms of sexual assault only 
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strengthens the specific prototype of sexual assault that people hold. As stereotypes about sexual 
assault continue to be strengthened within an individual, their expectations about a typical sexual 
assault become more narrow and refined. Thus, VSC is excluded from the individual’s 
stereotypical idea of sexual assault due to the influence of the macro system and microsystem.  
 Both rape myths and stereotypes contribute to the endorsement of rape scripts. Rape 
scripts stem from sexual scripts, which were described earlier as stereotypical behavior that men 
and women are expected to display within sexual situations (Connell, 1987; Ryan, 2011). Rape 
scripts are beliefs and expectations about what typically occurs within a rape (Ryan, 2011). Ryan 
(1988) studied rape scripts by asking participants to describe what would happen within a typical 
rape and a typical seduction. Findings indicated that participants tended to describe the rape 
script as a crazy male stranger who violently attacked a woman while she was walking outdoors 
during the night. The woman involved in the attack was devastated by what had happened. On 
the other hand, the seduction scripts that participants described were similar to acquaintance rape 
and consistently involved a man and a woman who were indoors, consuming alcohol, and had 
talked with each other before. The woman involved in the seduction script was not described as 
being devastated by what had happened, and instead was depicted as being interested in having 
sex (Ryan 1988). Although the seduction script was not supposed to resemble acquaintance rape, 
the characteristics of the scripts closely mirrored events that occur within acquaintance rape. This 
result demonstrates that people tend to view rape as involving physical violence, resistance from 
the victim, and negative psychological consequences for the victim (Krahé et al., 2007; Littleton 
and Axsom, 2003; Littleton et al., 2007, as cited by Ryan, 2011, p. 6). Some researchers call the 
tendency to view rape as possessing these qualities and not others a real rape script (Horvath & 
Brown, 2009, as cited by Ryan, 2011, p. 6). The adoption of a real rape script is detrimental to 
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the way in which sexual assault is perceived by others and may contribute to the lack of 
acknowledgment of VSC as a form of sexual assault. As was previously described, certain 
expectations about what a sexual assault should look like excludes other forms of sexual assault, 
such as verbal sexual coercion. The real rape script highlights the necessity for discussion on 
nonphysical forms of sexual assault like VSC within prevention programs. Without an expansion 
of the prototype of sexual assault that people hold, they will not be able to add VSC as a form of 
sexual assault to their prototype.  
 Expectations and Norms About Alcohol Consumption. Although alcohol consumption 
is not directly measured within the current study, it is potentially related to college rape culture. 
Thus, it is important to discuss. Alcohol consumption is related to rape culture in a number of 
ways. One way is that it is often referenced within rape myths within the microsystem. In a study 
that examined a sample of 237 first and second year college students’ knowledge about sexual 
health, level of rape myth acceptance, and adherence to social norms, it was found that 41% of 
the participants believed that if a woman had been intoxicated at the time she was sexually 
assaulted, she was partly responsible (Aronowitz, Lambert, & Davidoff, 2012). As evidenced by 
these results, this is a common rape myth. Because of this, it is evident that acute alcohol 
consumption by females is viewed as irresponsible and therefore a reasonable explanation for the 
occurrence of sexual assault. This demonstrates the way in which rape myths focus on the 
behavior of the woman that has been the victim of sexual assault rather than the man that has 
perpetrated the sexual assault. These overarching views about women who have consumed 
alcohol/are intoxicated are located within the macrosytem and are reinforced by interactions 
people have within the microsystem while they are consuming alcohol or discussing the 
consumption of alcohol. While consumption of alcohol, discussion of expectations of others after 
23 
 
alcohol consumption, and engagement in drunk sex are located in the microsystem, the actual 
cultural expectations of drunk sex and behavior after alcohol consumption are located in the 
macrosystem. 
  Though the focus is on women in settings where alcohol is present, the prevalence of 
sexually aggressive behaviors has been found to increase in men when acute amounts of alcohol 
are consumed. Previous research suggests that when two heterosexual people are in a setting in 
which they are/have both consumed alcohol, male-to-female aggression is more likely to occur 
(Crane et al., 2015). The results of a meta-analysis that incorporated 22 studies that assessed the 
effect of acute alcohol consumption on either sexual aggression, intimate partner violence, and 
general aggression, indicated that participants randomly assigned to consume alcohol (who did 
not necessarily consume alcohol) displayed more aggressive behavior toward women than men 
not randomly assigned to drink an alcoholic drink. These results indicate that the consumption of 
alcohol can create a situation that is conducive to sexual assault due to the physiological effects 
that alcohol has on levels of male aggression (Crane et al., 2015). The increased levels of 
aggression in men after consumption of alcohol may also facilitate the usage of verbal sexual 
coercion against women. This is due to both due to the cultural expectations of behavior post 
alcohol consumption and the physiological effects that alcohol has on males. VSC is used against 
women because both men and women have internalized expectations of their behavior after 
consuming alcohol that condone aggressiveness toward women. These expectations grant men a 
sort of “pass” for verbally coercive behavior toward women. Because men can blame their 
behavior on “being too drunk”, they are more likely to use verbal sexual coercion in situations 
where alcohol is present.  
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 It is also important to note that the cause of this aggressive behavior in men is not clear, 
but is likely increased due to both societal expectations about the effects of alcohol and 
physiological effects within the body (Cowley, 2013). Although the physiological effects of 
alcohol affect male aggression on an individual level, this aggression may be heightened by 
societal expectations about the effects of alcohol. Because alcohol has the potential to be 
involved in sexual encounters in a college setting, it is important to look into the macro systemic 
beliefs that are held regarding the consumption of alcohol and sexual assault within a college-
aged sample. Cowley (2013) conducted a study in which he interviewed 43 college aged men 
and women about experiences they have had while drinking in a public setting. She found that 
participants held expectations about alcohol’s general effect on people, such as that it causes 
people to make poor decisions and that people who are intoxicated have an increased desire to 
have sex. However, they also had gendered expectations about alcohol, which included that 
women are more emotional after consuming alcohol and men are more aggressive. Due to these 
expectations, Cowley found that in the interviews participants blamed the occurrence of violent 
acts and sexual assault on alcohol consumption, stating that alcohol causes men to act more 
aggressively.  
 Cowley (2013) also found that participants held beliefs about the way women and men 
should act in sexual situations, which she described as sex scripts. Typically, men are expected to 
be dominant and initiate sexual encounters, whereas women are not allowed to initiate sexual 
encounters and are expected to resist even if they want to have sex. These sex scripts and gender 
roles interact with alcohol consumption in a dangerous way, and Cowley argued that this 
interaction creates a situation in which the possibility for sexual victimization to increases 
(Cowley 2013). Likewise, she claimed that not only is the use of alcohol highly important to 
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consider in cases of sexual coercion and sexual assault, but that the way in which people use 
alcohol is affected by their adherence to gender roles and sexual scripts. It is important to note 
that the cause of aggressive behavior in men is not clear, but Cowley suggests that it is largely 
due to societal expectations about the effects of alcohol (Cowley, 2013). These societal 
expectations regarding the behavior exhibited after consumption of alcohol are formed within the 
macrosystem and affect the way in which VSC is perceived during sexual situations involving 
alcohol. Acute consumption of alcohol increases the likelihood that both men and women will 
excuse the actions of others by blaming them on having been drunk, therefore failing to 
recognize the VSC that occurred as being wrong and strengthening their perceptions of VSC as 
an acceptable form of sexual assault. Additionally, these societal expectations contribute to the 
normalization of drunk sex, which further contributes to the perception of VSC as a normal 
occurrence.  
 Masculinity. Campbell and Townsend (2011) suggest that men are motivated by the 
pressures of culture to identify as masculine. In American culture masculinity has been 
associated with dominance, so there is an aspiration for men to exhibit dominant masculinity. 
The association, Campbell and Townsend argue, results in a, “need to risk danger for excitement 
and to reinforce a lack of empathy,” (Campbell & Townsend, 2011, p. 96). These characteristics 
are similar to the characteristics of sexual violence. They therefore theorized that perpetrating 
sexual violence is a method of validating the masculinity of the perpetrator. It is also theorized 
that rigid gender roles such as males are successful and powerful play a role in verbal sexual 
coercion. Men tend to target women in the instance that these gender roles are challenged, and 
view them as the source of the issue. In doing this, men are subordinating women in order to 
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compensate for the lack of masculinity they feel in certain incidents (Campbell & Townsend, 
2011).  
 Perpetrators of VSC may feel empowered over the victim when they use verbal tactics in 
order to gain sex. The manipulation that occurs in verbally coercive sexual situations gives the 
perpetrator a sense of control over the situation when they may not have felt in control when 
their masculinity was challenged (Campbell & Townsend, 2011). Even though they may not 
even realize, VSC can be utilized by men who have an extreme adherence to gender roles and 
that have a desire to be perceived as being masculine.  
 Perpetrators’ motivations for employing VSC within heterosexual relationships are 
possibly related to a variety of factors. Katz & Wigderson (2012) claim that one reason it may 
occur in heterosexual relationships is due to the gender norms that society reinforces. Gender 
norms are described as, “expectations about appropriate attributes and behaviors for members of 
each sex,” (Katz & Wigderson, 2012, p. 119). One contributing gender norm is that women are 
considered to be cooperative, whereas men are considered to be competitive (Katz & Wigderson, 
2012). Furthermore, in a sexual situation, women are expected to be submissive and willing to do 
anything the man wants. Often, however, women are communicated mixed messages about the 
way they should behave sexually, and are told to be “sexual gatekeepers” and withhold sex in 
addition to being submissive and giving in. This creates a more complex and confusing situation 
for both men and women, making it more difficult to interpret signals. Men, on the other hand, 
are expected to know what they want and always want sex. Men contribute to the sustainability 
of the internalized belief that men are the most powerful through the subordination of women. 
Due to the gender roles our society reinforces, men experience pressure to act a certain way 
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(macrosystem), which contributes to their behavior within sexual situations, endorsement of rape 
culture (including the dismissal of VSC), and perpetration of VSC.  
 Within American culture, dominant masculinity has been mutually reinforced within the 
microsystem and macrosystem. The pressure that men experience to be masculine by the 
patriarchy encourages men to express masculinity to other men within social and group settings. 
The expressions of masculinity that men demonstrate are representative of the societal pressure 
that men experience to be masculine (Ryan, 2011). Interactions that men have with each other 
serve as a way to communicate the masculine values that they have incorporated into their lives 
to others and, in doing so, encourage others to adopt and display similar values. The pressure felt 
from the microsystem and macrosystem to be masculine is a powerful influence in the lives of 
men and most likely contributes to their perception of sexual assault and VSC.  
 Masculinity and Compliance. As previously discussed, the desire to exhibit dominant 
masculinity may also reinforce the belief that women should be submissive and exhibit 
compliance in sexual situations. This is strengthened by the sexual scripts that men and women 
are expected to follow (Connell, 1987). Our society continually tells women that they are 
expected to provide men with sex (Campbell & Townsend, 2011; Ryan, 2011). This is an 
example of how the macrosystem can modify the internalized beliefs and consequently the 
behavior of a person. Even when verbal coercion is not present, a woman can still feel macro 
systemic pressure to have unwanted sex that is brought on by societal expectations, as is the case 
when women experience social coercion. It is possible that this is due to the expectation that 
women are submissive in sexual situations, which affects both men’s and women’s beliefs about 
their sexual roles (Campbell & Townsend, 2011; Katz & Mhyr, 2008). Even though this form of 
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social coercion is not verbal in nature, it still may play a part in the reason why so many women 
comply when they are faced with forms of verbal sexual coercion.  
 The belief that women should be submissive and exhibit compliance in sexual situations 
is supported by a previously described study. Shotland & Hunter (1995) found that one-fifth of 
women who had been compliant in at least one past sexual experience reported feeling pressure 
to engage in sexual activity. This pressure did not come from their partners, however, but form 
the societal expectations regarding providing male partners with sex within relationships. The 
findings of Shotland and Hunter’s (1995) study display an immensely important concept: that the 
macrosystem has a powerful effect on the decisions that people make, which are based upon their 
perceptions of the situation at hand. Women in this study exhibited compliance in a sexual 
encounter due to a fear that they would lose their significant other. This fear was based upon 
their own assumptions and beliefs about what would happen if they did not have sex with their 
partner, not threats or comments that their partner made. This demonstrates that the macro 
system puts societal pressure on women to comply in sexual situations so that her partner is 
satisfied. The woman has been lead to believe that her partner will stay will her due to her 
compliance in sexual situations and that submissiveness is a key factor in her relationship. This is 
due to her perception that relationships require women to provide men with sex at any given 
moment in order to function properly. Perceptions like these contribute to the failure to recognize 
VSC when it is present and serve as a way to normalize the occurrence of VSC within 
relationships.  
 College Athletes and VSC. Another contribution to the perpetration of sexual 
assault/rape is the higher rate of rape myth acceptance and normalization of perpetration within 
tight knit communities on college campuses. These tight knit communities and the ideals 
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communicated among members are located in the microsystem, whereas the perceived 
community standards of what these groups are allowed/not allowed to do and how they should 
and are expected to behave are located in the macrosystem (McMahon, 2007). One community 
in which sexual assault occurs at a higher rate is the athletic community (McMahon, 2007). 
When three years of judicial affairs were assessed at 10 Division I schools across the United 
States, it was found that athletes were held responsible for 19% of the sexual assaults that 
occurred on their campus even though athletes only made up 3.3% of the population (Crosset, 
Ptacek, McDonald, & Benedict, 1996). Qualitative studies have also shed light on the increased 
rate of perpetration of sexual assault by athletes. About 200 male and female Division I athletes 
were recruited for participation in a study about acquaintance rape attitudes (McMahon, 2007). 
Participants completed a survey, and a subset participated in a focus group and individual 
interviews. Although the sample had a low acceptance of violence and rape myths as a whole, 
men had a significantly higher belief in rape myths than women.  
 Additionally, a variety of themes emerged within the focus groups and individual 
interviews that often contradicted the seemingly low levels of rape-supportive attitudes. One of 
the themes that was brought up by three of the men’s sports teams that rape is sometimes 
accidental, and that in some cases, women will fabricate rape for a number of reasons 
(McMahon, 2007). One of the reasons that the male athletes believed rape could be accidental is 
if both the perpetrator and the victim are intoxicated. A second reason was that the men believed 
they had a tendency to ‘snap’ and become highly aggressive without realizing it until after they 
had committed rape.  
 Likewise, the male athletes believed that in some cases women fabricate rape in order to 
have revenge on them or because they regret having sex with them. One athlete remarked that, 
30 
 
‘women regret having sex but men do not,’ and suggested that this contributes to 
fabrication/false accusation of rape (McMahon, 2007, p. 364). Many of the male athletes 
suggested that there are certain women who they know will fabricate rape, so they know not to 
have sex with them and it’s “better not to risk it” (McMahon, 2007, p. 364). McMahon (2007) 
noted that none of the ideas surrounding rape fabrication were brought up in the focus-groups 
with women, although women athletes tended to support the idea of women provoking rape by 
consuming alcohol, dressing provocatively, and going places alone with men. Her findings 
suggest that male athletes tend to endorse subtle rape myths that suggest that in specific 
situations, rape may be accidental, fabricated, provoked by the victim, or acceptable (McMahon, 
2007). This higher rate of acceptance of rape myths indicates that within the athletic community 
(especially the male athletic community), rape has been normalized and viewed as a common 
occurrence within a college setting. Therefore, rape is not perceived as a serious occurrence and 
is not viewed as wrong. Thus, support for cultural myths about rape are prevalent among male 
and female college athletes, which facilitates the perpetration of VSC within the athletic 
community. 
 Similarly, Boeringer (1999) assessed 477 undergraduate men at a large, Division I 
university. These participants were asked to participate in a survey that measured their level of 
agreement with various cultural myths. These cultural myths fell into a number of categories, 
which were proposed by Burt (1980): Acceptance of Interpersonal Violence, Sex Role 
Stereotyping, Adversarial Sexual Beliefs, Sexual Conservatism, and Rape Myth Acceptance. The 
men involved in this study were either involved in a fraternity, athletics, or neither, which served 
as the control group. Results revealed that athletes endorsed 16 of the rape-supportive belief 
statements significantly more often than the control group. Conversely, fraternity men endorsed 
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five of the rape-supportive belief statements significantly more often than the control group. This 
indicates that, as compared to both groups, male athletes tend to hold more rape supportive 
beliefs. Thus, within the male athletic community, rape myths are accepted at a higher rate and 
that rape might be normalized and not seen as a problem. Consequently, this suggests that male 
athletes do not always perceive rape when it happens. 
 Research also demonstrates that more athletes perpetrate sexual assault when compared 
to non-athletes. Young and colleagues (2017) assessed the attitudes toward women, rates of rape 
myth acceptance, and rates of perpetration of sexual coercion of 1,267 male participants that 
were recruited from an undergraduate university. The sample included both athletes and non-
athletes. Their results indicated that athletes tended to support traditional gender role attitudes 
more strongly than non-athletes. They also found that athletes had higher rape myth acceptance 
scores than non-athletes. Both of these findings correspond with the results from the Boeringer 
(1999) study, described above. Additionally, 46% of participants reported using coercive tactics 
in order to gain sex, and within this group over half of athletes (54.3%) admitted to coercing a 
partner to have sex (37.9% of non-athletes admitted to this). Athletes were significantly more 
likely to use coercive tactics when having sex. 
 Of seven types of coercion measured, the coercive behaviors involving force were 
reported much less frequently than verbally sexually coercive behaviors (Young et al., 2017). For 
example, one form of sexual coercion that was reported often across the sample was, “I insisted 
on sex when my partner did not want to (but did not use physical force)” with 29.5% of the 
sample indicating that they had perpetrated this form of sexual coercion. There was no difference 
between non-athletes and athletes. Another form of verbal sexual coercion reported frequently 
was, “I made my partner have sex without a condom” with 29.1% of the overall sample 
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indicating that they had perpetrated this form of sexual coercion. Furthermore, 39.8% of athletes 
reported using this tactic, whereas only 18.5% of non-athletes reported using this tactic. Of the 
seven types of coercion discussed, five show statistical differences in frequency of perpetration, 
with a higher proportion of athletes reporting using those tactics. Therefore, these results indicate 
that athletes were more likely to perpetrate sexual coercion at a significantly higher rate. Because 
verbally coercive behaviors were reported at a higher rate than coercive behaviors that lack 
force, this may indicate that verbally coercive behaviors occur more often. Additionally, it may 
signal that these behaviors are not viewed as being wrong as often as coercive behaviors 
involving force. 
 Male Peer Support Theory. The findings that Young and colleagues (2017) discovered 
support male peer support theory of violence (Schwartz & DeKeserdy, 1997), which suggests 
that like-minded individuals work together in order to reinforce each others’ beliefs within the 
microsystem. Within any group made up of strictly males, such as male athletic teams, 
groupthink exists. Groupthink encourages conformity and adherence to similar perceived 
attitudes and beliefs as other members of the group, which may include rape myth acceptance. 
Groups such as fraternities and athletic teams are value-driven, so a lot of pressure exists to 
adopt the values of fellow members. Any member who does not agree with or endorse the values 
(attitudes and beliefs) of the group fears he will be isolated, so there is a lot of motivation to 
adhere to the standards of the group (Franklin et al., 2012). In this way, attitudes and beliefs 
constructed within the macrosystem are communicated and reinforced within the mesosystem of 
an all-male peer group. The male peer support theory (Schwartz & DeKeserdy, 1997) clearly 
demonstrates the social mechanisms which operate within groups in order to normalize the 
sexual objectification of women, rape culture, and the perpetration of sexual assault. As these are 
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normalized within a group, sexually aggressive behavior is accepted and even encouraged, which 
serves to reinforce said behavior and the perpetration of sexual assault. 
 Male peer support theory also serves to facilitate VSC. The theory proposes that men 
have learned and adopted patriarchal values and beliefs that encourage male domination and 
hyper-masculinity. These patriarchal values communicate to men that the usage of VSC is an 
acceptable way to gain sex from a woman (Schwartz & DeKeserdy, 1997). Therefore, when a 
woman refuses and reacts to the victimization she is experiencing, this can function as a threat 
towards the man’s patriarchal beliefs and, consequently, his masculinity. Because patriarchal 
values promote the acceptance of male aggression, this may lead to aggression as a response 
from the man (Schwartz & DeKeserdy, 1997). It is for this reason that studying VSC is vital to 
preventing sexual assault; not only is VSC an incredibly damaging form of sexual assault on its 
own, but it may lead to physical aggression when protested.  
 Sexual Precedence. Sexual coercion might also rely on a macrosystemic cultural 
understanding of sexual precedence in heterosexual relationships—that once a couple has had 
sex, both partners are expected to always want to have sex. Shotland and Goodstein (1992) 
examined the effects of sexual precedence on perceptions of sexual refusal. Sexual precedence is 
the sexual history that exists between two people. Consequently, Shotland and Goodstein argue 
that sexual precedence increases the frequency of sexual coercion used within a relationship 
(Shotland & Goodstein, 1992). In order to test people’s perceptions of rape within a relationship 
where sexual precedence has been established, the researchers presented their participants with 
scenarios in which sexual precedence had been manipulated by the number of times the couple 
had engaged in sex previously. The study included a scenario in which the victim of rape was a 
female who was in a relationship wherein a high level of precedence had been established (the 
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couple had engaged in sexual intercourse 10 times before the scenario occurred) and a scenario 
in which a low level of precedence had been established (the couple had engaged in sexual 
intercourse once or never). They found that participants perceived that the victim in the high 
precedence scenario should have sex with the perpetrator significantly more often than the victim 
in the low precedence scenario. This suggests that rape which occurs between a man and a 
woman who have an established sexual relationship is not considered rape as often as rape 
between a couple who has not had sex very often or at all or between two strangers. Therefore, 
the concept of sexual precedence may lead people to think that rape had not occurred because of 
a previously established sexual relationship.  
 The false belief that rape cannot or does not occur between two people in a relationship 
may in part be due to stranger myth, or the belief that rape only occurs between two strangers. 
However, as was previously stated, in 8 out of 10 cases of rape, the victim knew the person who 
sexually assaulted them (Miller, Cohen, & Wiersema, 1996). Therefore, sexual precedence can 
have a fairly negative impact on victims recognizing that rape has occurred within their 
relationship. This phenomenon transfers over to situations involving verbal sexual coercion 
because victims of sexual assault that had been perpetrated using verbal sexual coercion may not 
realize that what occurred is considered sexual assault. Based upon the research previously 
described by Shotland & Goodstein (1992), this is especially likely for people in a relationship 
because there tends to be an expectation to have sex between two people who have established a 
sexual history. Therefore, sexual precedence directly impacts the perception of verbal sexual 
coercion within a relationship and most likely results in a decreased ability to detect VSC.  
 While this paper focuses on sexual coercion brought on by sexual precedence that 
involves a man pressuring a woman to have sex, men also experience this pressure from women. 
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It is estimated that 5.8% of men experience sexual coercion within their lifetime and 1.4% of 
men have experienced sexual coercion over the past 12 months (Smith et al., 2017). 
Additionally, men in homosexual relationships and women in lesbian relationships also 
experience pressure from their partners. There also are a plethora of challenges that people in 
homosexual/lesbian relationships face when experiencing sexual pressure, such as the threat of 
being “outed” by their partner or losing their newfound community (Chavis & Hill, 2009). These 
are weighty issues that are extremely important and should be explored in the future. For now, 
this paper will focus on heterosexual relationships. 
 Individual Level. The effects of all the higher-level ecological levels mentioned above 
are manifested in an individual’s beliefs, perceptions, judgments, and actions, and they work 
together to contribute to whether or not a person perpetrates verbal sexual coercion. Some of the 
potential beliefs within the individual level are cultural rape myths, college expectations of 
drinking, normalization of drunk sex, members of a fraternity or athletic team are superior to 
non-members and are above the law, VSC is not rape, relationship expectations, and the belief 
that rape cannot occur within a long-term relationship. These beliefs have been formed due to the 
influence of the macrosystem, but have been communicated within the microsystem. Because 
individual beliefs are heavily influenced by the macrosystem, it is important to investigate 
whether or not the manipulation of macrosytemic beliefs within scenarios that include VSC 
affects the perceptions of scenarios. The current study aimed to investigate whether or not the 
presence or absence of commonly held macrosytemic beliefs about athletes (e.g., athletes are 
sexual players who can get away with sexual assault) and how those macrosystemic beliefs are 
applied across three types of VSC.  
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Consequences of Verbal Sexual Coercion 
 Verbal sexual coercion has many negative implications on aspects of relationships and 
distinct outcomes from other types of sexual assault. First, VSC can have negative mental health 
outcomes. Zweig and colleagues (1997) found that women who had experienced verbal sexual 
coercion reported having higher levels of depressed mood and social anxiety when compared to 
women who had either not experienced sexual coercion or had experienced a form of violent 
coercion. This may be the case because there is a greater level of perceived control when a 
woman is verbally coerced rather than violently coerced, so it is possible that she may blame 
herself more for what happened (Zweig et al., 1997). These findings show that forms of verbal 
sexual coercion are damaging to the person experiencing them. These results reveal the 
destructive manner of using verbal tactics in order to gain sex. Due to the suffering that victims 
of verbal sexual coercion experience, looking further into this issue is valuable and will help 
move towards finding ways to diminish this issue. 
Expanding Research 
 The current study extended an experiment conducted by Katz and colleagues (2007). In 
that study, verbal sexual coercion was examined in two different experiments using scenarios 
that featured VSC. In the first study, half of the participants were presented with a scenario 
involving interpersonal coercion (a type of VSC described earlier) and half of the participants 
were presented with a scenario involving threatened physical coercion. To elaborate, continual 
arguments were used to manipulate the victim into having sex in the verbal sexual coercion 
scenario, whereas the perpetrator threatened to use physical violence in order to have sex with 
the victim in the threatened physical coercion scenario. Both of these scenarios involved a 
female victim and a male perpetrator. After being presented with the scenarios, participants were 
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asked questions that assessed how responsible they thought the victim was for what happened, 
how much control they thought the victim had over the situation, and how distressed they 
thought the victim was as a result of what happened. Participants were also presented with the 
Ambivalent Sexism Inventory to measure the rate of sexist beliefs across experimental 
conditions. The results indicated that the participants perceived the victim in verbal sexual 
coercion scenario as having more control over the situation than the physically coercive scenario. 
This meant that participants of both genders also held the victim in the verbal sexual coercion 
scenario more responsible for what happened. Male participants perceived the victim of verbal 
sexual coercion to be more responsible for what happened and less distressed than the victim of 
sexual assault, whereas there was no effect of coercive tactic for female participants.  
 In the second study, participants were presented with the same verbal sexual coercion 
scenario as before (only the interpersonal coercion scenario), but this time Katz and colleagues 
(2007) manipulated the gender of the victim and perpetrator. One scenario involved a female 
perpetrator and a male victim and one scenario involved a male perpetrator and a female victim. 
The researchers thought it was important to manipulate gender because people tend to view rape 
as only happening to women, not men. They were curious to see how participants would 
perceive these scenarios and if there would be a difference between the two. The results 
indicated that overall the male victim was perceived as more in control of and more responsible 
for what happened in comparison to the female victim. Male and female participants did not 
view male and female victims differently in the level of perceived responsibility for what 
happened, whereas they did differ in perceived control of what happened based on the gender of 
the victim. In general, men tended to view male victims of verbal sexual coercion as “less 
distressed and more pleasured by coerced sex” more frequently than women. 
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The Current Study 
The current study aims to assess college students’ perceptions of a sexual assault between 
a man and woman (microsystematic behavior) when given information about the couple’s past 
sexual history (chronosystem/ microsystem) and the man’s patriarchal-based reasoning for 
verbally coercing the woman to have sex (influence of the macrosystem). The scenario was 
manipulated to include a male perpetrator because it has been consistently found that men tend to 
accept rape myths more often than women (Aronowitz, Lambert, & Davidoff, 2012; Lonsway & 
Fitzgerald, 1994; Powers et al., 2015; Suarez & Gadalla, 2010). Participants were presented with 
a scenario in which two people that are in a relationship are in a sexual situation and one person, 
the perpetrator, pressures the other person, the victim, to have sex by using one of the three 
forms of verbal sexual coercion. Participants relied on their knowledge of sexual assault and 
relationships, both influenced by the macrosystem, to judge the scenario. Additionally, the 
macrosystem was invoked by manipulating the status of the perpetrator: a college athlete or a 
“college guy.” It was hypothesized that participants would perceive the victim within the 
threatened physical coercion scenario as experiencing more distress and having less control over 
the situation than the victim in both the social coercion and interpersonal coercion scenarios. It 
was also hypothesized that the victim in the athlete condition would be perceived as experiencing 
less distress and having more control of the situation than the victim in the college guys scenario. 
Method 
Participants 
 The final sample consisted of 376 undergraduate college students or recent graduates 
ages 18-25 (M = 20.71) from various Midwestern universities. Participants were restricted to 
current college students or students who have graduated within the past three years and that were 
39 
 
18-25 years-old. There were 122 participants that clicked the link for the survey, but did not 
consent. Therefore, they were eliminated and were unable to view the contents of the survey. 
There were 48 participants that consented to participate in the study, but did not respond to any 
questions. There were 20 participants that consented, but answered very few questions. These 
participants were eliminated. Five participants reported being older than 25 years of age, so they 
were eliminated. These participants were not included in the total calculated number of 
participants. 
 Of the participants who responded to the demographic questions, 22% of the participants 
were male, 78% were female, and one was non binary. Most (78%) participants were 
heterosexual and 22% were not heterosexual. Of the participants who responded to the question 
related to extra-curricular activities, 36% participants were involved in Greek Life, 70% were 
involved in athletics, 59% were involved in clubs, 46% were involved in community service, 
23% were involved in performing arts, and 39% were employed off-campus.  
 Of participants who responded, 74% participants were currently enrolled in college and 
26% participants had attended college within the past three years. When asked what size of 
institution they had attended/were attending, 57% participants attended/were attending an 
institution with less than 3,000 students, 19% participants attended/were attending an institution 
with 3,000-10,000 students, and 24% participants attended/were attending an institution with 
more than 10,000 students.  
 A majority of participants were between the ages of 18-22 (N = 226) (82%). Only 50 
(18%) participants were between the ages of 23-25. Most of the participants were white (77%),  
7% participants were Asian, 2% participants were Black/African American, 7% participants 
were Hispanic, 1% of participants were Mixed, two participants were Middle Eastern, one 
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participant was Polish, and one participant was South-Asian. Because of the small number of 
participants that identified as persons of color, these participants were pooled together and a 
variable was created that indicated whether or not a participant was white or a person of color. 
After pooling all of the participants who identified as people of color together, 77% participants 
were white and 23% participants were persons of color and/or biracial. Creating this variable 
allowed us to perform statistical analyses, such as t-tests, and better detect differences within the 
sample. See Table 1 for full details.   
Manipulation  
Two variables were manipulated to create a total of six scenarios. Type of coercion 
(social coercion, interpersonal coercion, or threatened physical coercion) and type of internalized 
macrosytemic beliefs (athlete or college guys) were manipulated in six hypothetical scenarios 
involving Emma and Liam. Within the scenarios, Emma and Liam were described as having 
been dating for three months and having sex about twice a week. This information was offered to 
establish sexual precedence because the two have been dating and having sex for an extended 
period of time. In each scenario, Liam uses one of the three forms of verbal sexual coercion to 
coerce Emma into having unwanted sex. In each scenario, Emma expresses direct resistance and 
clearly states that she does not want to have sex. In the social coercion scenario, Liam pressures 
Emma to conform to the supposed societal expectation that a woman has an obligation to provide 
a man with sex. In the interpersonal coercion scenario, Liam threatens to begin having sex with 
other women. In the threatened physical coercion scenario, Liam threatens to hit Emma if she 
does not have sex with him. Additionally, internalized beliefs were manipulated by adding a 
statement that explains why Liam thought his actions were justified. The statement was modified 
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based upon whether Liam believed his actions were justified because he was an athlete or 
because he was a college guy. See Appendix A for the full scenario.  
Design 
A 3 (Type of Coercion: social coercion, interpersonal coercion, or threatened physical 
coercion) x 2 (Macrosystemic Beliefs: college student-athlete or college student non-athlete) 
between-subjects design was utilized.  Participants were randomly assigned to read only one of 
six scenarios.  
Measures 
There were six main dependent variables within this study. Perceived victim responsibility, 
distress, and control, level of ambivalent sexism, scenario believability, and rape culture 
compliance were assessed as dependent variables. Chronbach’s alpha, which measures the level 
of internal consistency, or how much the items within a scale are related to each other, was 
calculated for each scale. The full measures are available in Appendices B-F.  
Perceived victim responsibility. This scale measured the participants’ perceptions of the 
level of responsibility of each person involved in the scenario for the sexual encounter by asking 
participants to indicate the percentage of responsibility that they would assign to each person 
(Katz et al., 2007; Mason et al., 2004, see appendix B). This measure was not analyzed due to 
surveying error. Many participants did not fully understand the question and provided numbers 
that did not add up to 100. This could have been avoided if we had not allowed participants to 
provide numbers that did not add up to 100. Additionally, the form in which the question was 
presented could have been confusing to participants. Participants were asked to indicate the 
amount of responsibility on a bar that they could slide to the desired number with their cursor. 
This, however, made it challenging to land on the exact number, so some participants reported 
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numbers such as 89 and 10. Unfortunately, we were unable to infer whether or not participants 
that answered similar to this meant to report 90 and 10. This occurred with many participants, so 
to be conservative, data for this question were not analyzed.  
Perceived victim control. The amount of control that Emma had in the scenario was 
measured by asking four questions related to prevention of the incident, the control Emma had 
over both her own and Liam’s behavior, and the influence Emma had on Liam’s behavior 
(Cronbach’s α = .863) (Katz, 2007, see appendix C). 
Perceived victim distress. Three questions measured the participants’ perceptions of the 
level of distress of the victim (Emma) in the scenario by asking participants to indicate how 
upset they thought Emma would feel after the incident and the degree to which they felt sorry for 
and sympathized with Emma (Cronbach’s α = .782) (Katz, 2007, see appendix C). 
The rape culture compliance questionnaire (RCC). This was a new measure created for 
this study. Sixteen items were compiled using the reasons sexual assault victims gave for their 
token resistance and compliance that were used in Shotland & Hunter’s (1992) study of 
prevalence rates of token resistance in women (see appendix D). The intent of this measure was 
to understand participants’ agreement with reasons a victim might comply with unwanted sexual 
advances (Cronbach’s α = .912). (Muehlenhard & Hollabaugh, 1988) 
Ambivalent Sexism Inventory (ASI). Glicke and Fiske’s (1996) ASI (see appendix E) 
measure included 22 questions that measured ambivalent sexism by assessing participant levels 
of hostile sexism, or an antagonistic attitudes toward women, and benevolent sexism, which is a 
chivalrous attitude toward women that assumes that women are weaker than men and need men’s 
protection (Cronbach’s α = .850) . 
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Real life. Three items measured the participants’ perceptions of how likely the scenario 
that they read could happen in real life (Katz, 2007, see appendix C). Using a Likert scale, these 
items measured how likely or unlikely a participant believed a particular scenario would occur 
within the United States (Cronbach’s α = .807).  
Manipulation Check. Three yes or no questions assessed whether or not the participant 
had read the scenario carefully. These questions asked about Liam and Emma’s relationship 
status, history of sexual activity, and whether or not Emma consented to sex (see appendix C).  
Demographic information. Finally, data were gathered that related to the participants’ 
ethnicity, gender, sexual orientation, age, extra-curricular activities, and institution size (see 
appendix F).  
Procedure and Materials 
Data were collected online using Qualtrics Research Core online software. Participants 
were invited to complete the questionnaire via posts the author shared on Facebook and other 
forms of social media. Once participants clicked on the link to the survey, they viewed a consent 
form that detailed the goals of the study (See Appendix G). The consent form also warned 
participants that the study involved sensitive topics that may be distressing to some, so if they 
felt uncomfortable at any point they could withdraw from the study by simply closing their 
browser.  
 After participants read through the consent form, they were randomly assigned to one of 
the six possible scenarios. After reading the scenario, they were asked to answer a series of 
questions related to the responsibility of each person, the distress Emma felt, the control Emma 
had over the situation, the likelihood of a similar scenario occurring in their everyday life, their 
level of rape culture compliance, their level of ambivalent sexism, and a series of demographic 
44 
 
questions. The questions were always presented in the same order. Manipulation check questions 
were also included in the survey. Once participants finished the survey, they were presented with 
a debriefing form that detailed the goal of the study and the hypothesis (See Appendix H). 
Included were local and national hotlines and resources for anyone who felt particularly 
distressed after participating in the study. Participants were urged to seek help if they felt 
especially uncomfortable or distressed as a result of this study.  
Results 
Data Cleaning & Analysis Plan 
The data were examined for normality. After performing skewness and kurtosis analyses, 
it was discovered that the data were skewed (non-normally distributed) for perceived victim 
distress, perceived victim control, rape culture compliance, and ASI. In order to resolve this, the 
data were transformed. The rape culture compliance scale was moderately negatively skewed 
with a skewness of -.398 (SE = .139), so the square root of each reflected value was used. The 
perceived victim distress scale was extremely positively skewed with a skewness of 1.274 (SE = 
.132), so the inverse of each value was used. The perceived victim control scale was highly 
positively skewed with a skewness of .913 (SE = .132), so the log of each value was used. The 
ASI was moderately positively skewed with a skewness of .458 (SE = .144), so the square root of 
each value was used. Each test was transformed and the resulting skewness statistic was in an 
acceptable range [below absolute value of (1.96)].  
 After transforming the data, I examined any missing data. Whenever possible, data were 
imputed using the mean. If an unacceptably high amount of data needed to be imputed for a 
participant, that participant was deleted from the dataset. The rape culture compliance data for 39 
participants was eliminated because they did not answer a sufficient number of questions (more 
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than 10% of the questions were blank). The rape culture compliance data for six participants was 
imputed because they left very few questions blank (less than 10% of the questions were blank). 
The average was calculated by assessing the mean response of the sample on each question that 
was left unanswered. ASI data was also imputed for 13 participants (10% of the questions were 
blank on the ASI). ASI data for three participants were eliminated because they did not answer a 
sufficient number of questions (more than 10% of the questions were blank). Distress data was 
imputed for one participant and Control data was imputed for one participant. After eliminating 
inadequate participants, at least some of the data for 337 participants were analyzed. Separate 
analyses were run using both the raw and transformed data. None of the results differed between 
the raw data and the transformed data. Thus, for clarity, the results from the raw data are reported 
here. 
 Next, I conducted correlations between all of the variables (see Table 2 for a summary of 
intercorrelations). It is important to know whether or not variables are correlated because certain 
tests will be performed if variables are found to be correlated with one another. There was a 
significant correlation between the ASI and perceived victim control, perceived victim distress 
and perceived victim control, perceived victim distress and the ASI (, rape culture compliance 
and ASI, real life and rape culture compliance, real life and ASI, real life and perceived victim 
control, and real life and perceived victim distress. Because a large number of the variables were 
correlated, we knew we needed to run a Multivariate Analysis of Variance (MANOVA).  
 Additionally, to test for covariates, t-tests were conducted between the four scales and 
gender, ethnicity, school size, and extra-curricular activities to rule out potential covariates 
within the sample. The independent samples t-test conducted for gender revealed that there was a 
significant difference in response on the perceived victim distress scale [t(279) = 2.243,  p < 
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.05,], perceived victim control scale [t(279) = 2.382,  p < .05], and the ASI [t(260) = 4.959,  p < 
.001] between males and females. There was not a significant difference in responses on the rape 
culture compliance scale [t(270) = -.181, ns.]. As a result, gender was included as a covariate 
within our analyses. As seen in Table 3, men tended to have higher rates of ambivalent sexism 
and lower rates of perceived victim distress and perceived victim control.  
 The independent samples t-tests conducted for ethnicity revealed that there were no 
significant differences in responses for rape culture compliance [t(272) = -.215, ns.}, ASI [t(262) 
= -.244, ns.], and perceived victim distress [t(281) = -.790, ns.]. There was a significant 
difference in responses for perceived victim control [t(281) = -2.730,  p <.01]. As a result, 
ethnicity was not included as a possible covariate within the final analyses.  
 The independent samples t-test conducted for sexual orientation revealed that there were 
no significant differences in responses for rape culture compliance [t(237) = 1.377, ns.], 
perceived victim distress [t(244) = -.621, ns.], and perceived victim control [t(244) = -.322, ns.]. 
There was a significant difference in responses on the ASI [t(231) = 3.245, p < .01]. As a result, 
sexual orientation was not included as a possible covariate within the final analyses. 
 The independent samples t-test conducted for fine/performing arts involvement revealed 
that there were no significant differences in responses for rape culture compliance [t(286) = -
.077, ns.], ASI [t(262) =1.546, ns.], perceived victim distress [t(309) = -1.083, ns.], and perceived 
victim control [t(309) = .079, ns.]. As a result, participating in fine/performing arts activity status 
was not included as a possible covariate within the final analyses. 
 The independent samples t-tests conducted for Greek life involvement (versus no 
involvement) revealed that there were no significant differences in responses for rape culture 
compliance [t(282) = -1.168, ns.], perceived victim distress [t(304) = -.542, ns.] and perceived 
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victim control [t(304) = -1.302, ns.]. A significant difference in responses for the ASI was found 
[t(259) = -2.170, p < .05]. As a result, Greek life involvement was not included as a possible 
covariate within the final analyses.  
 The independent samples t-test conducted for community service participation (versus no 
participation) revealed that there were no significant differences in responses for rape culture 
compliance [t(287) = 1.263, ns.], ASI [t(262) = .706, ns.], perceived victim distress [t(309) = 
.403, ns.] and perceived victim control [t(309) = .841, ns.]. As a result, community service was 
not included as a possible covariate within the final analyses. 
 The independent samples t-test conducted for off-campus employment (versus not 
employed off-campus) revealed that there were no significant differences in responses for rape 
culture compliance [t(286) = .950, ns.], ASI [t(262) = .570, ns.], perceived victim distress [t(308) 
= .976, ns.], and perceived victim control [t(308) = 1.647, ns.]. As a result, off-campus 
employment was not included as a possible covariate within the final analyses. 
 The independent samples t-test conducted for athletic participation (compared to no 
athletic participation) revealed that there were no significant differences in responses for rape 
culture compliance [t(286) = 1.306, ns.], perceived victim distress [t(308) = .124, ns.], and 
perceived victim control [t(308) = -.555, ns.]. There was a significant difference in responses for 
the ASI [t(262) = -2.198, p < .05]. As a result, athletic participation was not included as a 
possible covariate within the final analyses. 
 The independent samples t-test conducted for non-sport club participation (compared to 
no club involvement) revealed that there were no significant differences in responses on rape 
culture compliance [t(286) = -1.048, ns.]. Significant differences in responses were found for the 
ASI [t(262) = 2.048,  p <.01], perceived victim distress [t(308) = 2.505, p < .05], and perceived 
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victim control [t(308) = 2.649, p <.01]. Clubs was not included as a potential covariate because 
there was no theoretical reason to include it, despite these potentially spurious findings. 
 A one-way analysis of variance was conducted on the institution size variable because 
there were three levels: small institution, medium institution, large institution. There were no 
significant differences in responses based upon institution size for rape culture compliance [F(2, 
223) = .431, ns.], ASI [F(2, 216) = 2.298, ns.], and perceived victim distress [F(2, 227) = .164, 
ns.]. There was a significant difference in responses based on institution size for perceived victim 
control [F(2, 227) = 4.183, p < .05].  
After analyzing the above possible covariates, it was determined that a Multivariate 
Analysis of Covariance (MANCOVA) was the appropriate statistical test to perform on our data 
because it allows for the inclusion and analysis of covariates and correlated dependent variables. 
Gender was included as a covariate. 
Study Analyses  
A 3 (Type of coercion: social, interpersonal, or threatened physical) x 2 (Macrosystemic 
beliefs: athlete or college student) Multivariate Analysis of Covariance was conducted on four 
correlated dependent variables: rape culture compliance, perceived victim distress, perceived 
victim control, and ASI. Adjustment was made for one covariate: gender. A Bonferroni 
correction was used in order to adjust for multiple comparisons. To check whether or not athletes 
vs college and type of coercion had main effects, Pillai’s Trace was used.  
As previously mentioned, gender was included as a covariate and accounted for a 
significant amount of variance [Pillai’s Trace = .083, F(4, 244) = 5.52, p < .001]. The 
macrosystemic beliefs manipulation did not account for a significant amount of variance [Pillai’s 
Trace = .011, F(4, 244) = .694, ns.]. Therefore, whether or not the perpetrator justified his 
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actions because he was an athlete or a college guy did not affect the way in which participants 
perceived the scenarios. The type of coercion manipulation accounted for a significant amount of 
variance [Pillai’s Trace = .151, F(8, 490]) = 4.99, p < .001]. Moreover, the type of coercion 
described affected the way in which participants perceived the scenarios. Finally, there was no 
significant interaction between macrosystemic beliefs and type of coercion [Pillai’s Trace = .016, 
F(8, 490) = .500, n.s.].  
 Tests of between-subjects effects revealed that there was no main effect of gender on the 
Rape Culture Compliance scale (Ƞ = .000, n.s.). There was a main effect of gender on the ASI (Ƞ 
= .081, p < .001) and the perceived victim control scale (Ƞ = .024, p < .05). Moreover, men 
tended to score higher on the ASI and tended to perceive the victim as having more control or 
influence over the situation than women did. There was also a trend in responses on the 
perceived victim distress scale based upon gender (Ƞ = .014, p = .063). This result indicates that 
men tended to perceive women as being less distressed than women did, but not at a significant 
rate. This result confirms that gender was an important covariate for the analyses. See Table 3 for 
details. 
 There was no significant main effect of macrosystemic beliefs on rape culture 
compliance (Ƞ = .001, ns.), ASI (Ƞ = .002, ns.), perceived victim distress (Ƞ = .009, ns.) and 
perceived victim control (Ƞ = .000, ns.). There was a significant main effect of type of coercion 
on the rape culture compliance scale (Ƞ = .079, p < .001), the perceived victim distress scale (Ƞ 
= .047, p < .01), and the perceived victim control scale (Ƞ = .072, p < .001). Furthermore, the 
type of coercion that participants were presented with significantly affected the way in which 
they perceived the scenarios. Participants that received the threatened physical coercion  
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 scenarios tended to perceive the victim as more distressed, having less control, and having less 
rape culture compliance than participants who received both the social coercion scenarios and 
interpersonal coercion scenarios. The type of coercion variable did not account for a significant 
amount of variance on the ASI (Ƞ = .012, ns.). There was no significant interaction between 
macrosystemic beliefs and type of coercion for rape culture compliance (Ƞ = .004, ns.), ASI (Ƞ = 
.002, ns.), perceived victim distress (Ƞ = .003, ns.), and perceived victim control (Ƞ = .002, ns.). 
See Tables 4 and 5 for means. 
 Follow-up comparisons of the significant main effect examined mean differences 
between three types of coercion across the dependent variables, and are displayed in Table 2. 
Responses on the rape culture compliance scale from participants who read the threatened 
physical coercion scenarios (M = 3.17, SD = 1.16) had significantly lower responses on the RCC 
than both the participants who read the social coercion scenarios (M = 3.76, SD = .916) and the 
interpersonal scenarios (M = 3.76, SD = .750). Therefore, participants who read a threatened 
physical coercion scenario tended to perceive the victim as having less rape culture compliance 
than participants who received a social coercion scenario or an interpersonal coercion scenario. 
Additionally, it was discovered that responses on the perceived victim distress scale from 
participants that read the threatened physical coercion scenarios (M = 1.58, SD = .826) 
significantly differed from responses on both the social coercion scenarios (M = 1.95, SD = .799) 
and the interpersonal scenarios (M = .1.95, SD = .796). Therefore, participants who received a 
threatened physical coercion scenario tended to perceive the victim as experiencing more distress 
than participants who received a social coercion scenario or an interpersonal coercion scenario. 
Also, responses on the perceived victim control scale from participants that read the threatened 
physical coercion scenarios (M = 1.87, SD = .889) significantly differed from responses on both 
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the social coercion scenarios (M = 2.51, SD = 1.18) and the interpersonal scenarios (M = 2.38, 
SD = .945). Therefore, participants who received a threatened physical coercion scenario tended 
to perceive the victim as having less control over the situation than participants who received a 
social coercion scenario or an interpersonal coercion scenario. Responses on the ASI from 
participants that read the threatened physical coercion scenarios did not significantly differ from 
responses on both the social coercion scenarios and the interpersonal coercion scenarios. 
There were no significant differences between the responses on the rape culture compliance 
scale between participants presented with the social coercion scenario and participants presented 
with the interpersonal coercion scenario. There were no significant differences in the responses 
on the ASI scale between participants presented with the social coercion scenario and 
participants presented with the interpersonal coercion scenario. There were no significant 
differences in the responses on the perceived victim distress scale between participants presented 
with the social coercion scenario and participants presented with the interpersonal coercion 
scenario. There were no significant differences between the responses on the perceived victim 
control scale between participants presented with the social coercion scenario and participants 
presented with the interpersonal coercion scenarios. 
Discussion 
 The current study aimed to analyze perceptions of the three types of verbal sexual 
coercion and how they might change based on the reference to macrosystemic beliefs about the 
status of the perpetrator. The type of verbal sexual coercion and macrosystemic belief present 
were manipulated by modifying scenarios that were presented to participants. Participants were 
then asked to respond to a series of questions regarding the scenario they had just read. It was 
hypothesized that participants would perceive the victim within the threatened physical coercion 
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scenario as having experienced more distress and having less control over the situation than the 
victim in both the social coercion and interpersonal coercion scenarios. Generally speaking, this 
hypothesis was supported. It was also hypothesized that the victim in the athlete condition would 
be perceived as experiencing less distress and having more control of the situation than the 
victim in the college guys scenario. This hypothesis was not supported. 
Type of Coercion  
In support of Hypothesis 1, participants presented with the threatened physical coercion 
scenario were more likely to perceive the victim as having experienced more distress and having 
less control over the situation than the participants presented with the social coercion scenario 
and the interpersonal coercion scenario. None of the differences between the social coercion and 
interpersonal coercion conditions were significant. From this, we concluded that people tended to 
view situations in which violence is involved as more serious. Furthermore, participants tended 
to view situations in which threatened physical coercion occurred as situations that affected the 
victim more and that the victim did not have the ability to stop the event from happening. This 
result supports our hypothesis.  
 These results might be explained by the sexual scripts that people hold related to the way 
in which they expect consensual and nonconsensual sexual encounters to occur (Connell, 1987). 
The threatened physical coercion scenario is probably more related to participants’ prototypes of 
what sexual assault is than the social and interpersonal coercion scenarios. Thus, responses 
varied due to the different levels of physical violence that were referenced within the scenarios (a 
higher level in the threatened physical coercion scenario versus lower levels in the social and 
interpersonal coercion scenarios). This is supported by research conducted by Ryan (2011) that 
assessed perceptions of rape scripts, which are beliefs and expectations about what typically 
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occurs within a rape. Participants were asked to specify the characteristics of and the behaviors 
involved in both a typical rape and a typical seduction. Ryan (2001) found that participants 
tended to describe the woman in the rape script as being violently attacked in the street and 
experiencing more distress from the incidence. On the other hand, participants tended to describe 
the woman in the seduction script as having an interest in sex and not experiencing any distress 
from the situation. Thus, the seduction scripts tended to mirror acquaintance rape, something that 
is relevant to the incidence of verbal sexual coercion (Ryan, 2011).  Previous research has shown 
that women who experience verbal sexual coercion tend to know their perpetrators well, and a 
majority of them have an established sexual relationship with their perpetrators (Shotland & 
Goodstein, 1992). Participants considered seduction as an enjoyable sexual encounter and had no 
realization that what they were describing contained no indication of consent and was a scenario 
that involved coercion. This shows that people do not tend to consider or recognize verbal sexual 
coercion as sexual assault. These results suggest that people’s stereotypical view of rape tends to 
include physical violence, resistance from the victim, negative psychological distress, which may 
lead to them dismissing any other type of coercion that does not include these characteristics 
(Krahé et al., 2007; Littleton & Axsom, 2003; Littleton et al., 2007, as cited by Ryan, 2011). 
Based upon these results, it is plausible that participants tended to view threatened physical 
coercion as a more serious from of sexual coercion (victim experiences more distress, has less 
control) than social and interpersonal coercion based upon the lack of threat of physical violence 
present in the social and interpersonal coercion scenarios. Most problematically, participants 
might NOT have recognized nonphysical sexual coercion as nonconsensual sex. This may relate 
to the reinforcement of the idea that no means yes within the media. Specifically, fraternities 
have used this phrase in the past in various contexts. In 2010, a Yale fraternity was removed 
54 
 
from campus when their pledges shouted “No means yes!” along with many other disturbing 
statements in the campus quad (Beyerstein, 2011). A similar incident occurred at Texas Tech in 
2014 (Kingkade, 2014). In 2017, a fraternity at University of Nebraska Lincoln was removed 
from campus when they held up “No means yes,” signs at the women’s march through Lincoln. 
All of these fraternities were reprimanded, but this phrase, which reinforced sexual assault in 
times when a partner does not consent, is still being used in 2017. 
Asking for consent has been treated like an unimportant issue since the 1990s. In 1990, 
Antioch College in Ohio became recognized because students called for a sexual assault policy 
which described affirmative sexual consent (Mettler, 2018). Affirmative sexual consent is similar 
to most sexual assault policies that colleges have today—as sexual contact with another person 
occurs, both parties are responsible for asking each other if what they would like to do is okay. 
For example, someone may want to hug, then kiss and then have sex. Affirmative sexual consent 
requires that both parties obtain consent for hugging, kissing, and having sex with three separate 
questions. The women who proposed this form of consent were made fun of on Saturday Night 
Live and the whole incident was made into a joke at the time. What they were asking for was 
looked upon as being absurd (Mettler, 2018). The response to an affirmative sexual consent 
policy displays that the mockery of sexual consent is a deep rooted issue that has been prevalent 
for decades. This type of response contributes to the lack of serious consideration of sexual 
consent, further facilitating environments where verbal sexual coercion and sexual violence 
could occur.  
Macrosystemic Manipulation  
It was also found that responses from participants presented with scenarios that featured a 
perpetrator that was a college athlete did not significantly differ from those of participants 
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presented with scenarios that described a college guy as the perpetrator. Based upon previous 
research, it was logical to expect a significant difference between the responses that described a 
college student perpetrator versus a student athlete perpetrator (McMahon, 2017). As a result, 
this indicates that the lack of a strong manipulation may be to blame. One reason the 
macrosystemic manipulation may not have been a strong enough manipulation is that there was 
only one sentence that described the perpetrator’s macro systemic thoughts and the fact that he 
was an athlete/college guy. One sentence may not have been enough for the participant to 
remember that the perpetrator was an athlete/college guy, nor to activate the associations of 
sexual privilege afforded to college athletes more so than “college guys.” This manipulation 
might be improved if this is mentioned multiple times throughout the scenario. Secondly, this 
sentence was included at the very end of the scenario. Therefore, participants could have missed 
the manipulation completely or not have been as focused on the cultural scripts that we aimed to 
portray as we desired.   
Perhaps also, the athletes at the schools where the participants attended college were not 
afforded such status, as they are at division I schools. An athlete at a division II or division III 
school is not a members of a team whose games are streamed on live television and have a huge 
fan base around the country. Therefore, an athlete at a division II or III may not be perceived as 
having the same celebrity status as an athlete at a division I university. There is a history of 
college athletic recruitment including strippers, escorts, and other sexual favors to entice players 
to attend their university (e.g., University of Louisville basketball team, University of Colorado 
football team; Barr, 2016; Press, 2004). This type of recruitment sends a message to students that 
athletes are afforded sexual privileges that typical college students are not. Since a large portion 
of our participants were from a small liberal arts institution, it is possible that this manipulation 
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could have been improved by stating that the athlete was from a Big 10 institution rather than 
that he was an athlete at an unnamed college. This is due to the way in which athletes from 
division I schools are treated in cases where they are accused of perpetrating sexual violence. 
Even when there is overwhelming evidence that a crime was committed, star athletes appear to 
avoid punishment and continue to compete. Sampling students from Big 10 universities and 
comparing their responses to students from smaller colleges may provide additional insight.  
Gender Covariate  
Gender was also identified as a covariate within the study. Multiple t-tests revealed that 
there were significant differences in the dependent variables based upon whether or not a 
participant was male or female. This came as no surprise, as research has consistently shown that 
males and females tend to perceive sexual assault differently (Angelone, Mitchell, & Grossi, 
2015, Bell, Kuriloff, & Lottes, 1994; Brems & Wagner, 1994; Foley, Evancic, Karnik, King, & 
Parks, 1995; Schult & Schneider, 1991; Szymanski, Devlin, Chrisler, & Vyse, 1993; Thornton, 
Ryckman, & Robbins, 1982; Whatley, 2005). This may be due to the way in which sexual assault 
is depicted in the media, which is that it is typically a woman’s issue rather than a man’s. In 
addition, women experience sexual assault at a higher rate, so they may have experienced it, had 
friends who have experienced it, or they generally have increased exposure to sexual assault as 
an issue in general. As a result, women may be more sensitive to various forms of sexual assault 
and be more familiar with the issue of sexual assault in general than are men. Thus, the 
difference may lie in how aware each gender is in the specific issue at hand.  
 Additionally, men tend to have more traditional gender role attitudes and a higher level of 
ambivalent sexism (Angelone et al., 2015). This was mirrored in the current study by the 
responses from men and women on the ambivalent sexism scale. These findings suggest that the 
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level of ambivalent sexism a person has can serve as a predictor of their perceptions of verbal 
sexual coercion. Because men tended to have a higher level of ambivalent sexism than women, 
this difference could explain why gender was found to be a covariate within the data. To explore 
these differences further, we ran a mean split on ambivalent sexism to divide participants by 
those scores, and remove “gender” as the differentiating factor. When the scores on the perceived 
victim distress scale, perceived victim control scale, and rape culture compliance scale for 
participants who scored higher than average on the ambivalent sexism inventory were compared 
to the scores from participants who scored lower than average on the ambivalent sexism 
inventory, the scores were significantly higher for the participants who had a higher level of 
ambivalent sexism (lower distress, higher control, higher rape culture compliance). Thus, not 
only gender, but also feelings of ambivalent sexism might affect perceptions of sexual violence. 
In the future, it may be helpful to assess participants’ responses on the attitudes toward women 
scale and the rape myth acceptance scale. These will provide further information on the attitudes 
and beliefs that participants hold regarding both women and sexual assault. Future studies could 
analyze the responses from participants that scored high on the ASI and participants who scored 
low on the ASI as a possible covariate. High/low scores on the ASI could serve as an additional 
covariate or replace gender as a covariate. Because women have the potential to score highly on 
the ASI as well, gender may not account for all of the variation, so adding in high/low ASI 
scores will only help detect the main effects more accurately. See means in Table 6.  
 Another possible explanation for the differences in responses for the threatened physical 
coercion scenario and the social/interpersonal scenarios might involve male peer support theory 
(DeKeserdey & Schwarz, 1993). Male peer support theory suggests that like-minded individuals 
work together in order to reinforce each other’s beliefs within their in-groups. Within male peer 
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groups, groupthink encourages conformity and adherence to similar attitudes and beliefs as other 
members of the group, which may include rape myth acceptance. There is pressure to adopt the 
perceived values that other members of the group hold, so many members tend to go along with 
what other members in the group believe. If the men that participated in this study were part of 
all male peer groups, this could have contributed to the attitudes that men held (such as a higher 
level of ambivalent sexism) and therefore affected their perceptions of the scenarios that they 
were presented. This is why a future study that assessed participants’ involvement in specific 
athletic teams would be helpful, along with their involvement in Greek affiliated organizations 
on their campus. 
 Another issue to consider in the future is whether or not both hostile sexism and 
benevolent sexism contribute to the perception of verbal sexual coercion. Past research has found 
that hostile sexism serves as a stronger predictor of negative perceptions of sexual assault (not 
viewing sexual assault as wrong) as compared to benevolent sexism (Angelone, Mitchell, & 
Grossi, 2015). It would be interesting to see if hostile and benevolent sexism are equally or 
unequally related to the perception of verbal sexual coercion. Future studies could distinguish 
between participants’ responses to hostile sexism items and benevolent sexism items to see if 
there is a discrepancy between the two.  
Limitations  
The current study might have lacked a sufficiently impactful manipulation for the macro 
systemic beliefs, so future studies should include the beliefs throughout the scenario multiple 
times, not just at the end. The current study also mostly sampled white and educated people, so a 
more diverse sample would be helpful. Although our goal was to analyze the perceptions that 
college students had of verbal sexual coercion, this study only sampled young people and did not 
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consider the perceptions that older people may have of verbal sexual coercion. Another 
limitation is that our survey was given online, so there was no way to control for distractions and 
whether or not multiple people were present while the participant was filling out the survey. 
Additionally, not everyone filled out the survey correctly and, because of this, the responsibility 
measurement was incorrect and unusable. Additionally, this study could have had more 
participants and specifically male participants. An overwhelming number of participants were 
women (n = 223) whereas very few participants were male (n = 64). This study was conducted 
online, so there was no way to ensure that participants were truly college students, male or 
female, or between the ages of 18-25. Even though they indicated that they were on the consent 
form, there was no way to ensure that their answers were truthful. It would have been better to 
conduct the surveys in person, but there was not enough time. Measuring participants’ level of 
rape myth acceptance along with the rape culture compliance scale would have improved this 
study. Rape myth acceptance is highly relevant to verbal sexual coercion because when cases in 
which VSC occurs arise, often they are dismissed and not considered valid forms of sexual 
assault.  
Implications  
The current study extended the research of Katz (2011) by analyzing the effect of the 
various forms of verbal sexual coercion and the effect of macro systemic beliefs on the 
perception of scenarios. This study allows research related to verbal sexual coercion to consider 
the differences in the ways that people tend to view verbal sexual coercion. It expands previously 
conducted research by utilizing three forms of verbal sexual coercion (threatened physical 
coercion, interpersonal coercion, and social coercion) that were proposed by Finkelhor and Yllö 
(1985) and analyzing the variation in the perceptions that people have of these when compared to 
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each other rather than to physically coercion. It shows that a difference exists and that further 
investigation of these three types of verbal sexual coercion is necessary. The results of this study 
also suggest that more education on verbal sexual coercion is necessary during sexual assault 
prevention programming, especially for males when compared to females. Participants need to 
be able to recognize subtler forms of sexual assault. 
 This study also analyzed the variation in responses based upon the presence or absence of 
a macro systemic belief, which was manipulated based upon whether or not the perpetrator was a 
college student or an athlete. Although our findings were not significant, future studies will be 
able to consider this and include stronger manipulations (i.e., more information about college 
athlete, accepted into pros, about to graduate, cultural perceptions of celebrity athletes). Future 
studies will also be able to consider other possible macro systemic manipulations, such as 
members of Greek affiliated organizations.  
 Future studies should consider heterosexual scenarios with a female perpetrator and 
homosexual scenarios. Because verbal sexual coercion has not been thoroughly researched in the 
past, it was logical to begin investigating the group that experiences sexual violence at the 
highest rate (women) and the group that perpetrates sexual violence at the highest rate (men). 
However, exploring all avenues of this issue is highly important. People who experience non-
stereotypical forms of sexual assault face a multitude of complicated issues (e.g. not being 
believed), and their experiences are just as valid. Thus, non-heteronormative research is highly 
important and suggested for future studies.  
 Future studies might manipulate the status of the athlete further by considering if the 
perpetrator was not a college athlete, but a professional athlete. This might increase power by 
changing the participants’ perceptions of the scenario and serve as a more detectable 
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manipulation. Professional athletes are referenced more frequently in the media than college 
athletes. This may influence participants to perceive each of them differently when reading a 
scenario similar to the one utilized in this study. If college athletes are not perceived differently 
when compared to college guys, then maybe college athletes would be perceived differently 
when compared to professional athletes. An additional study could analyze the perception of 
college athletes, college students, professional athletes, and adults as perpetrators. Combined 
with stronger manipulations, this study would be very insightful. Models have been proposed as 
to why professional athletes appear to be protected from punishment when they commit violent 
acts against women (Benedict, 1998) but perceptions of professional athletes using verbal sexual 
coercion have not been studied, so further researching this topic would allow researchers to draw 
original conclusions.  
 Manipulating the sport that the perpetrator played would also be something to consider in 
the future (e.g., football vs baseball). A future study could analyze the differences between a 
college swimmer, college football player, a college baseball player, and a non-student athlete. A 
swimmer may be perceived differently than a football player because college swimmers may 
have lower exposure in the media when compared to football players, although the Brock Turner 
Stanford University case may play a part in shaping people’s perceptions. There would be a lot 
to consider when conducting this study, but it would give insight on which types of athletes are 
given a “pass” when they perpetrate violence and which types of athletes are not.  
 Additional research could be conducted by specifically assessing college athletes of 
various athletic teams and non-athlete college students. A subject’s participation in athletics on 
their college campus may very well affect their perceptions of verbal sexual coercion. Studies 
have shown that athletes tend to have higher levels of rape myth acceptance when compared to 
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non-athletes, so this suggests that there could be a potential difference when their perceptions of 
verbal sexual coercion are measured and compared (Boediger, 1999). Although we asked if 
participants were involved in athletics, we had a very small number of athletes within our study. 
We also did not ask participants to specify their athletic team membership. Focusing on sampling 
athletes will expand the knowledge on this issue.  
Prevention programs on college campuses 
 The results of this study inform sexual assault prevention programs in college settings. 
Prevention programs tend to focus on violent, physical forms of sexual assault. These forms are 
portrayed as very traumatizing and distressing for victims that experience it. Prevention 
programs, however, lack a clear description of verbal sexual coercion and the various forms. 
Students also need to understand that verbal sexual coercion is nonconsensual sex and that if a 
partner says no to sex or is hesitant to have sex that means that they have not consented to sex. It 
also means that there is no obligation to provide sex to another person when there is an 
established sexual history. Once these ideas are communicated to college (and high school) 
students, they will have a clearer understanding of verbal sexual coercion and how to ensure that 
they are having consensual sex. This will also prevent instances where students did not report the 
verbal sexual coercion they had experienced because they did not believe it was a valid issue. 
The inclusion of definitions and examples of verbal sexual coercion will help to change the 
perceptions that college students have of verbal sexual coercion as a form of sexual assault. With 
these types of efforts, perceptions will be transformed and students will consider verbal sexual 
coercion as a legitimate form of sexual assault.  
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Table 1  
Summary of Demographic Means, Standard Deviations, and Percentages  
    RCC  ASI   PVC  PVD  
Demographic Category    M (SD)               n (%) 
Gender  
    Female    3.58 (1.02) 2.37 (.662) 2.15 (.967) 1.78 (.774) 78.4 
    Male    3.55 (.940) 2.86 (.667) 2.50 (1.17) 2.04 (.973) 21.6 
Ethnicity  
   People of Color  3.60 (1.01) 2.49 (.727) 2.52 (1.21) 1.90 (.919)       22.9 
   White   3.57 (.996) 2.46 (.686) 2.13 (.942) 1.81 (.799)  77.1 
Sexual Orientation  
    Heterosexual   3.64 (1.02) 2.51 (.703) 2.16 (1.03) 1.80 (.800)   77.7   
    Non-Heterosexual  3.42 (.981) 2.16 (.623) 2.21 (.916) 1.87 (.850)  22.3 
Institution Size 
    Under 3,000   3.66 (.959) 2.49 (.696) 2.31 (1.09) 1.82 (.798)  56.7 
    3,000-10,000  3.51 (1.78) 2.42 (.730) 1.90 (.734) 1.83 (.908)  19.0 
    above 10,000  3.58 (1.01) 2.24 (.640) 1.97 (.779) 1.75 (.703)  24.2 
 
RL = Real Life, RCC = Rape Culture Compliance, ASI = Ambivalent Sexism Inventory, PVC = 
Perceived Victim Control, PVD = Perceived Victim Distress 
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Table 2  
Summary of Intercorrelations, Means, and Standard Deviations for the Dependent Measures  
 Measure 1  2  3  4   5 
1. RL                 —              
2. RCC            -.118*                 — 
3. ASI               .225**              .124*                — 
4. PVC              .185**              .037                 .457**              — 
5. PVD              .264**              .071                 .382**             .508**           — 
      M             1.84  3.59  2.47  2.23          1.81 
      SD             .856  1.02  .694  1.00          .806 
* p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001. 
RL = Real Life, RCC = Rape Culture Compliance, ASI = Ambivalent Sexism Inventory, PVC = 
Perceived Victim Control, PVD = Perceived Victim Distress 
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Table 3 
Dependent Measure Response Mean & Standard Deviation, as a Function of Gender  
Measure  M (SD)  t-statistic df      M difference              F (1, 247) 
          (95% C.I.) 
RCC  
    Men   3.55 (.940)        -1.81           270           -0.03     .003 
    Women  3.58 (1.02)    (-.318-.265) 
ASI  
    Men   2.86 (.667)   4.96***       260              0.50            21.758*** 
    Women   2.37 (.662)               (.299-.693)  
PVC 
     Men  2.50 (1.17)    2.38*           279               0.35   3.480  
     Women  2.15 (.967)    (.061-.642) 
PVD   
    Men   2.04 (.973)   2.24*           279          0.27    6.023* 
    Women  1.78 (.774)        (.033-.500)  
* p < .05, *** p < .001 
RL = Real Life, RCC = Rape Culture Compliance, ASI = Ambivalent Sexism Inventory, PVC = 
Perceived Victim Control, PVD = Perceived Victim Distress 
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Table 4  
Summary of Mean, Standard Deviation, F-Values, and Overall Means for TPC, SC, and IC 
                    Athletes            College 
Dependent Variable                                M (SD)            M (SD)   F (2, 247)                    
Rape Culture Compliance                     
    TPC       3.15 (1.14)        3.19 (1.21)          3.17 (1.16)    10.54**  
    SC        3.76 (.836)        3.75 (.995)          3.76 (.916)            
    IC        3.88 (.670)        3.64 (.793)          3.76 (.750)       
Ambivalent Sexism Inventory 
    TPC        2.37 (.683)        2.38 (.664)          2.37 (.671)     1.544      
    SC         2.61 (.705)        2.45 (.744)          2.51 (.725)  
    IC         2.58 (.747)        2.44 (.628)          2.53 (.678)                 
Perceived Victim Control 
    TPC        1.91 (.906)         1.83 (.874)        1.87 (.889)     9.619*** 
    SC        2.48 (1.12)         2.57 (1.24)        2.51 (1.18)  
    IC        2.46 (.861)         2.27 (1.00)        2.38 (.945)       
Perceived Victim Distress 
    TPC        1.71 (.961)       1.45 (.562)         1.58 (.826)      6.151** 
    SC         2.03 (.905)        1.90 (.692)         1.95 (.799) 
    IC         2.00 (.750)        1.88 (.830)         1.95 (.796)       
TPC: Threatened Physical Coercion, SC: Social Coercion, IC: Interpersonal Coercion 
* p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001.   
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Table 5  
Summary of Mean, Standard Deviation, F-Values, and Overall Means for Athletes and College 
                    TPC             SC      IC 
Variable                                         M (SD)             M (SD)   F (1, 247)       
Rape Culture Compliance                     
   Athletes      3.15 (1.14)        3.19 (1.21)     3.88 (.670)      3.54 (1.00)    .343 
   College       3.76 (.836)        3.75 (.995)     3.64 (.793)      3.54 (1.01) 
Ambivalent Sexism Inventory 
    Athletes        2.37 (.683)       2.61 (.705)     2.58 (.747)     2.50 (.711)    .499      
    College          2.38 (.664)       2.45 (.744)      2.44 (.628)     2.43 (.672) 
Perceived Victim Control  
    Athletes        1.91 (.906)     2.48 (1.12)     2.46 (.861       2.24 (.993)    .076     
    College       1.83 (.874)      2.57 (1.24)     2.27 (1.00)     2.24 (1.08) 
Perceived Victim Distress 
    Athletes        1.71 (.961)      2.03 (.905)     2.00 (.750)     1.89 (.895)    2.167   
    College       1.45 (.562)    1.90 (.692)     1.88 (.830)    1.76 (.740) 
TPC: Threatened Physical Coercion, SC: Social Coercion, IC: Interpersonal Coercion  
Note, no interaction cell means differed significantly. 
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Table 6 
 
Dependent Measure Response Mean & Standard Deviation as a Function of ASI Scores 
Dependent Variable  M (SD)   t       df   M difference 
             (95% C.I.) 
RCC 
    High   3.17 (.836)       -2.516*     256            -0.31 
    Low    3.41 (1.11)            (-.551-[-.067]) 
PVC 
    High   2.71 (1.11)       -8.161**      261        -0.93 
    Low    1.79 (.700)                        (-1.15-[-.704])  
PVD 
    High    2.16 (.896)       -6.854***     261        -0.64 
    Low    1.52 (.609)            (-.828-[-.458]) 
* p < .05, *** p < .001 
RCC = Rape Culture Compliance, ASI = Ambivalent Sexism Inventory, PVC = Perceived Victim 
Control, PVD = Perceived Victim Distress 
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Appendix A 
Scenarios 
Liam and Emma are both college juniors attending the same school. They have dated exclusively 
for about 3 months. They have been having sex together about twice a week. One night at a 
mutual friend’s house they spent the evening laughing, talking, and flirting with each other. 
Later, Emma invited Liam over to her apartment to talk some more. When they got to her room, 
Emma started kissing Liam. Liam began to take her clothes off in order to have sex with her. At 
this point, Emma pushed him away and asked him to stop. However, Liam kept kissing and 
touching Emma. Liam said that he would not take no for an answer; He said it was Emma’s 
responsibility to have sex with him. Feeling she had an obligation to give Liam sex, Emma 
eventually stopped resisting Liam and he penetrated her. Liam believed he could do this because 
that’s just what athletes/college guys do.  
(Social Coercion) 
Liam and Emma are both college juniors attending the same school. They have dated exclusively 
for about 3 months. They have been having sex together about twice a week. One night at a 
mutual friend’s house they spent the evening laughing, talking, and flirting with each other. 
Later, Emma invited Liam over to her apartment to talk some more. When they got to her room, 
Emma started kissing Liam. Liam began to take her clothes off in order to have sex with her. At 
this point, Emma pushed him away and asked him to stop. However, Liam kept kissing and 
touching Emma. He said that he would not take no for an answer; He said if Emma did not have 
sex with Liam, he said he would begin to have sex with other women/. Worried that Liam would 
have sex with other women, Emma eventually stopped resisting Liam and he penetrated her. 
Liam believed he could do this because that’s just what athletes/college guys do.  
(Interpersonal Coercion) 
Liam and Emma are both college juniors attending the same school. They have dated exclusively 
for about 3 months. They have been having sex together about twice a week. One night at a 
mutual friend’s house they spent the evening laughing, talking, and flirting with each other. 
Later, Emma invited Liam over to her apartment to talk some more. When they got to her room, 
Emma started kissing Liam. Liam began to take her clothes off in order to have sex with her. At 
this point, Emma pushed him away and asked him to stop. However, Liam kept kissing and 
touching Emma. He said that he would not take no for an answer; he said that he would hit her if 
Emma did not have sex with him. Worried that Liam would hurt her, Emma eventually stopped 
resisting Liam and he penetrated her. Liam believed he could do this because that’s just what 
athletes/college guys do. (Threatened Physical Coercion)  
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Appendix B  
 
Perceived Victim Responsibility 
 
The following question is related to the scenario you just read. Please remember that you can 
skip any question at any time and your responses will be kept confidential.  
 
How responsible do you think each of these people is for the incident that occurred?  Assign a 
percentage of responsibility to each so that the total assignment equals 100. 
 
1. Percent of responsibility for Emma _______________% 
 
2. Percent of responsibility for Liam  ________________% 
 
Total responsibility for incident:     = 100%   
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Appendix C 
 
Perceived Victim Distress, Perceived Victim Control, Scenario Believability, and Manipulation 
Check 
 
The following questions are related to the scenario that you just read. Please indicate your 
response to the following questions. You can skip any question at any time and your responses 
will be kept confidential. 
 
1. How much sympathetic do you feel for Emma? 
 1 = not at all 2 3 4 5 6 = extremely 
 
2. How upset do you think Emma is likely to feel after this incident? 
 1 = not at all 2 3 4 5 6 = extremely 
 
3. How sorry do you feel for Emma? 
 1 = not at all 2 3 4 5 6 = extremely 
 
4. How much control do you think Emma had over the situation? 
 1 = none 2 3 4 5 6 = complete 
 
5. To what degree did Emma have control over Liam’s behavior? 
 1 = none 2 3 4 5 6 = complete 
 
6. To what degree do you think Emma could’ve prevented this incident? 
 1 = not at all 2 3 4 5 6 = completely 
 
7. How much influence did Emma have over Liam’s behavior? 
 1 = none 2 3 4 5 6 = complete 
 
 
8. How likely do you think it is that similar situations occur among college students generally? 
  1 2 3 4 5 6 
 extremely unlikely     extremely likely 
 
9. How much do you agree that this scenario reflects situations that go on in the real world? 
  1 2 3 4 5 6 
 strongly disagree     strongly agree 
 
10. How likely do you think it is that similar situations occur among female college students? 
  1 2 3 4 5 6 
 extremely likely     extremely unlikely 
 
11. Have Liam and Emma been involved in an ongoing dating relationship?    
1= yes, 2 = no 
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12. Do Liam and Emma have an established history of having sex together?    
1 = yes, 2 = no 
 
13. Did Emma consent to have sex with Liam?       
1 = yes, 2 = no  
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Appendix D 
Rape Culture Compliance Questions 
 
Sometimes people experience internal and external pressures to have sex. Some possible 
pressures are listed below. Please read the following statements and rate how much they do or do 
not apply to Emma and Liam’s sexual encounter. Remember that you can skip any question at 
any time and your responses will be kept confidential. 
 
1. How much do you agree that Emma wanted to have sex with Liam? 
1 2 3 4 5 6 
Strongly disagree   Strongly agree  
 
2. How much do you agree that Emma thought she would look strange for not wanting to have 
sex? 
1 2 3 4 5 6 
Strongly disagree   Strongly agree 
 
3. How much do you agree that Emma didn’t want Liam to think she didn’t have enough 
experience with sex?  
1 2 3 4 5 6 
Strongly disagree   Strongly agree 
 
4. How much do you agree that Emma didn’t want Liam to think she was afraid?  
1 2 3 4 5 6 
Strongly disagree   Strongly agree 
 
5. How much do you agree that Emma didn’t want Liam to think she was a prude?  
1 2 3 4 5 6 
Strongly disagree   Strongly agree 
 
6. How much do you agree that Emma didn’t want to seem like she had been leading Liam on? 
1 2 3 4 5 6 
Strongly disagree   Strongly agree 
 
7. How much do you agree that Emma didn’t want to disappoint Liam?  
1 2 3 4 5 6 
Strongly disagree   Strongly agree 
 
8. How much do you agree that Emma had sex with him before, so she thought she shouldn’t 
refuse?  
1 2 3 4 5 6 
Strongly disagree   Strongly agree 
 
9. How much do you agree that Emma was worried that Liam wouldn’t leave her alone until she 
agreed?  
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1 2 3 4 5 6 
Strongly disagree   Strongly agree 
 
10. How much do you agree that Emma didn’t want to destroy the mood?  
1 2 3 4 5 6 
Strongly disagree   Strongly agree 
 
11. How much do you agree that Emma was worried Liam would stop going out with her if she 
didn’t have sex with him? 
1 2 3 4 5 6 
Strongly disagree   Strongly agree 
 
12. How much do you agree that Emma didn’t want Liam to think that she didn’t want to have 
sex?  
1 2 3 4 5 6 
Strongly disagree   Strongly agree 
 
13. How much do you agree that because Liam was aroused, Emma didn’t want to stop him? 
1 2 3 4 5 6 
Strongly disagree   Strongly agree 
 
14. How much do you agree that Emma didn’t want Liam to think she didn’t love him?  
1 2 3 4 5 6 
Strongly disagree   Strongly agree 
 
15. How much do you agree that Emma believed she had a responsibility to have sex with Liam? 
1 2 3 4 5 6 
Strongly disagree   Strongly agree 
 
16. How much do you agree that Emma believed it was normal to have sex in college, therefore 
she should have sex with Liam? 
1 2 3 4 5 6 
Strongly disagree   Strongly agree 
 
17. How much do you agree that Emma believed she would be physically harmed if she didn’t 
have sex with Liam?  
1 2 3 4 5 6 
Strongly disagree   Strongly agree 
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Appendix E 
 
ASI 
Below is a series of statements concerning men and women and their relationships in 
contemporary society. You can skip any question at any time and your responses will be kept 
confidential.  
 
Please indicate the degree to which you agree or disagree with each statement using the 
following scale: 
 
 1  2  3  4  5  6   
 disagree disagree disagree agree  agree  agree  
 strongly somewhat slightly slightly somewhat strongly 
     
________1. No matter how accomplished he is, a man is not truly complete as a person 
unless he has the love of a woman. 
________2. Many women are actually seeking special favors, such as hiring policies that 
favor them over men, under the guise of asking for “equality.” 
________3. In a disaster, women ought not necessarily be rescued before men. 
________4. Most women interpret innocent remarks or acts as being sexist. 
________5. Women are too easily offended. 
________6. People are often truly happy in life without being romantically involved with a  
member of the other sex. 
________7. Feminists are not seeking for women to have more power over men. 
________8. Many women have a quality of purity that few men possess. 
________9. Women should be cherished and protected by men. 
________10. Most women fail to appreciate fully all that men do for them. 
________11. Women seek to gain power by getting control over men. 
________12. Every man ought to have a woman whom he adores. 
________13. Men are complete without women. 
________14. Women exaggerate problems that they have at work. 
________15. Once a woman gets a man to commit to her, she usually tries to put him on a 
tight leash. 
________16. When women lose to men in a fair competition, they typically complain about  
   being discriminated against. 
________17. A good woman should be set on a pedestal by her man. 
________18. There are actually very few women who get a kick out of teasing men by 
seeming sexually available and then refusing male advances. 
 
________19. Women, compared to men, tend to have a superior moral sensibility. 
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________20. Men should be willing to sacrifice their own well being in order to provide  
   financially for  the women in their lives. 
________21. Feminists are making entirely reasonable demands of men. 
________22. Women, as compared to men, tend to have a more refined sense of culture and  
   good taste.  
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Appendix F 
 
Demographic Questions 
 
The following questions are related to your personal characteristics. Please answer each question 
as accurately as possible. You can skip any question at any time and your responses will be kept 
confidential. 
What is your gender? _______   
 
What is your ethnicity? (check all that apply) 
Asian 
Black/African American 
Hispanic 
White/Caucasian  
Other ______ 
Prefer not to answer  
 
What is your age? _____ 
 
What is your sexual orientation? 
Heterosexual, homosexual, pansexual, asexual, bisexual, other ____, prefer not to answer 
 
Education: Check one 
I am currently enrolled in college or  
I graduated from college within the past 3 years  
 
Which extra-curricular activities are you currently involved in or were you involved in while in 
college? (check all that apply)  
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Greek life, athletics, clubs, fine/performing arts, off-campus employment, community service 
What is the size of the institution that you are currently attending or that you attended?  
under 3,000, 3,000-10,000, above 10,000 
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Appendix G 
Informed Consent 
You are invited to share your thoughts in a research study related to sex between college 
students. This study aims to evaluate perceptions of sexual encounters. The survey included in 
this online platform asks you questions about a hypothetical scenario of sex between a college 
man and woman. You are reading this form to understand what this study entails, and by 
electronically signing this form, you agree to participate, too. The primary investigator is 
Magdalen Kroeger, a student at Lake Forest College, working under the supervision of Professor 
Susan M. Long. You may contact Ms. Kroeger at kroegerme@mx.lakeforest.edu, and Dr. Long 
at long@lakeforest.edu. You may also contact the Human Subjects Review Committee at Lake 
Forest College hsrc@lakeforest.edu  
What procedures are involved?  
You will read your rights outlined on this form and sign the form if you agree to them. In the 
study, you will read through one scenario (a paragraph) and answer a series of questions. 
What are the potential risks or discomforts?  
You might experience discomfort while reading the scenarios because they describe a sexual 
encounter between two people. The scenario is not graphic in nature, but does describe an act of 
sexual penetration. This information may be uncomfortable for some to read. If you feel too 
uncomfortable, you may withdraw from the study at any time by simply closing your browser 
window. You may speak to a local counselor if your feelings of discomfort linger, and you will 
also be given a debriefing form that lists several resources to utilize in this situation.  
Are there benefits to participating in this research?  
There are no benefits to participating in this research.  
 
What about privacy and confidentiality?  
You will not type your name into this survey. Your responses will only be identified by a 
number. Your name will never be associated with your responses. No information about you or 
provided by you will be disclosed to others without your written permission, except if necessary 
to protect your rights or if required by law.  
 
What are the costs for participating in this research?  
There are no costs to you for participating in this research. The survey should take about 15-20 
minutes to complete.  
Will I be paid for my participation in this research?  
There will be no compensation for your participation in this study.  
 
Can I withdraw from the study?  
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You may stop participating in the study at any time. You may stop answering the survey 
questions at any time and stop participating by simply closing the browser. Partial responses will 
not be recorded.  
I am at least 18 years (19 years old in Nebraska and Alabama) old today. 
I am enrolled in college or graduated from college within the past 3 years.  
I consent to participate in this study.  
Signature  
Signature of Researcher 
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Appendix H 
Debriefing Form 
Thank you for participating in this study about verbal sexual coercion. Verbal sexual coercion is 
a form of sexual assault, and is defined as “unwanted sexual penetration compelled by 
psychological pressure,” (Katz, 2007, p. 235). Unfortunately, verbal sexual coercion happens 
frequently, so your responses are very important to help understand this phenomenon. 
There are three forms of verbal sexual coercion that were proposed by Finkelhor and Yllo 
(1985). Social Coercion is defined as “pressure women feel as a result of social expectations or 
conventions.”. Interpersonal coercion, which is defined as, “when a woman has sex with her 
[partner] in the face of threats that are not violent in nature.” (Finkelhor & Yllo, 1985, p. 87). 
Threatened physical coercion, which is defined as, “rang[ing] from an explicit threat to kill a 
woman if she doesn’t comply, to the implied threat that she could get hurt if she doesn’t 
cooperate.” (Finkelhor & Yllo, 1985, p. 88). The scenario you read displayed a sexual encounter 
in which one of these three forms of coercion occurred. The internalized beliefs of Liam, the 
male in the scenario, were also manipulated. In half of the scenarios, Liam believed that his 
behavior was justified because “that’s just what college guys do.” In the other half of the 
scenarios, Liam believed that his behavior was justified because “that’s just what athletes do.” 
We hypothesized that these two manipulations would affect the way in which the scenarios were 
perceived by participants.  
There were no right or wrong answers to this survey. Your answers will be kept secure. Thank 
you again for your participation. Without your input, we wouldn’t be able to conduct this 
research—thank you! If you have more questions about the study, feel free to contact Magdalen 
Kroeger at Lake Forest College, kroegerme@mx.lakeforest.edu. You may also contact the 
supervisor of this research, Associate Professor Dr. Susan M. Long at Lake Forest College, 
long@lakeforest.edu, or the Human Subjects Review Committee at Lake Forest College 
hsrc@lakeforest.edu.  
You might have more questions about verbal sexual coercion, sexual assault, and internalized 
beliefs. Maybe you felt a little uncomfortable with these topics. Some discomfort is normal, 
because these topics are hard to talk about. If you continue to feel uncomfortable or sad, we 
encourage you to see a local counselor. Some national resources are listed below as well as a 
study related to this research.  
Please click this link to see the psychological study related to this research: Finkelhor, D., & 
Yllo, K. (1985). License to rape: Sexual abuse of wives. New York, NY: The Free Press. 
https://books.google.com/books?hl=en&lr=&id=NlYHmQXbiy4C&oi=fnd&pg=PR9&dq=licens
e+to+rape&ots=ntPAPhYwnl&sig=9PFcLeNLWsLt3OM6rMfxCoYbHI8#v=onepage&q
=license%20to%20rape&f=false    
 
National Sexual Assault Telephone Hotline 
 24 hr crisis hotline: Call 800-656-HOPE (4673) 
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National Domestic Violence Hotline 
 24 hr crisis hotline: Call 1-800-799-SAFE (7233) 
National Suicide Prevention Hotline 
  24 hr crisis hotline: Call 1-800-273-8255 
